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You are not a scribe, unthinkingly recording what others assert and 

presenting that as fact.  As a reporter, you verify.  As a reporter, you bring 
your critical thinking and your skills in interviewing, observing and research 
to bear as you probe more deeply into issues and events.  You ascertain 
what are facts and what are not, what is true and what is not.  You dig for 
information not readily available.  You THINK.   

You ask yourself, ‘What is going on here?  Where can I look for 
answers?  Where is the information I need?  Who can I talk to?  Who do I 
need to talk to?  How can I arrange to talk to them’?   

Your readers depend on you for truth, not just a reiteration of 
someone else’s unverified assertions, not just an easy story.   
         The reporter is often the only thing standing between readers and the 
half-truths, lies, and exaggerations of others. 

 
Course Description 
 
In journalism, reporters bring truth to readers.  This is known as “Getting the Story 
RIGHT.” It’s what you do. 
 
In advanced reporting, student reporters learn more about how to do that. 
 
Reporters Interview, observe, research and think.  This reporting process holds true 
whether a reporter is covering a meeting or a war, a party or a fire, an art exhibit or a 
crime scene, a concert or an election, an issue of local importance or an issue of national 
importance. 
 
In this class, students add fact-based depth and breadth to their stories, to take stories one 
or two steps beyond a quick summary of Who, What, When and Where plus Why and 
How, beyond the simple “What happened and what is happening now??”   



 
In the advanced class, the reporting on the “What” is more rigorous, more in-depth and 
more thorough.  Often, a greater emphasis is placed on the “Why” and “How” than in a 
simple event story. 
 
In this hands-on class, students will: 

• Practice how to report stories using the three basic tools of reporting:  Direct 
observation, research and interviews. 

 
• Practice the journalistic standard of fact-based truth. 

 
• Practice the need for precise facts and details in your stories.  (They make for 

rich, informative and interesting pieces.) 
 

• Show by their reporting that they know that facts must be verifiable. 
 

• Understand they are not scribes who simply take notes and include all assertions 
of facts in stories without verifying the truthfulness of the assertions.  As 
reporters, students will bring their critical thinking to bear as they ascertain what 
are facts and what are not, what is true and what is not.  If reporters can’t verify 
someone else’s assertion of fact, it needs to be left out of the story.  Readers 
depend on reporters for truth, not just a reiteration of someone else’s 
misrepresentations. 

 
• Show in their stories that all facts must be sourced immediately.  The attributions 

are folded into each sentence. 
 

• Show in their writing and reporting that they can keep their opinions to 
themselves and out of the story. 

 
• IMPORTANT NOTE:  You can rewrite assignments in an attempt to get more 

points.  More points are not guaranteed unless there is substantial improvement.  
There is an exception to this:  If you used the first person or made a factual error, 
it can’t be fixed for more points – or any points.   

 
CHECK YOUR WORK BEFORE YOU TURN IT IN. 

 
Reporting a story:  Who, What, When, Where, Why, How 
 
This advanced reporting class is taught as reporting is practiced professionally in the 
United States, and, as stated before, it is a hands-on class. 
 



The advanced reporting students begin their final project on the first day of class by 
making observations and interviewing students on campus about their attitudes toward 
campus crime.  These interviews include questions designed to elicit first- or second-
hand experience with campus crime.  All of your interviews, observations, research – 
plus a draft story – will be the final project.  The final project replaces the final 
examination.  Again, the finished campus crime reporting and draft story are the final 
story project. 
 
Students will work on this final project story throughout the six sessions.  Sessions will 
include interviewing, observation, research for statistics and facts and, if possible, a 
presentation – or mini-press conference – by a person knowledgeable about crime on 
campus so that reporters become accustomed to using expert commentary when 
appropriate.  At least one session and parts of others will focus on in-class rewriting with 
the instructor’s help and tips for better writing.   
 
Grammar and spelling issues will be addressed daily and in the edits of student 
assignments.  It’s assumed you have a solid grasp of English going into the class. 
 
Each day, the instructor will listen to the students’ experiences reporting the crime story 
and make suggestions.  The instructor will explain the best practices for reporting before 
and after each day’s assignments.  Comments are based on the papers and assignments 
that will be handed back that day, in response to students’ questions and experiences, and 
in preparation for the next assignment.   
 
Students will be spending a lot of time outside of class interviewing, reading the 
handouts, researching, reporting, verifying facts, writing up summaries of interviews and 
research, doing more interviewing, writing a story and thinking.  
 
Again, the class centers on reporting – interviews, research and direct observation – using 
a more in-depth story on campus crime and students attitudes toward it.   
 
In the process of doing this, students learn  

• To get the story right and to probe beyond the surface 
• To verify facts   
• To give their readers correct, factual information about events or issues that 

impact or interest them,  
• To cite the sources of the information – in other words, to attribute the 

information  
• To keep their opinions, conclusions and comments out of the story.  

 
As with all reporting, we do this through  

• Research  
• Direct observation  
• Interviews with knowledgeable people  
• Interviews with people who witnessed or attended an event 



• Interviews with people who are impacted by a policy, an event, an issue or a 
problem 

• And asking yourself if there is more to the story than what is readily apparent   
TECHNICAL NOTE:  In this class, there is no first or second person (I, me, my, 
we, our, you, your, etc.) in any of your assignments, unless it is specified to be an 
essay.  The first person is not used in stories because the job of a reporter is to 
find fact-based truth, not give opinions on it or lecture readers.  There is plenty of 
room in the media for opinions, but not in professional, fact-based news reporting 
where there are standards. 

 
 
The reporter and the reporter’s editor do, however, decide what stories to report, 
investigate or dig into more deeply.  After that, the content of the story is based NOT on 
what the reporter or editor thinks but on verifiable facts and research, interviews with 
those impacted, interviews with witnesses, interviews with knowledgeable people and 
direct observation of events. In direct observation, you describe what you 
saw/heard/smelled so that, essentially, you put the reader at the scene.  The reader can see 
it all though your words.  You leave out the “I” and concentrate on fact-based content in 
direct observation and descriptive writing.  
 

If you use the first person or the second person,  
it will be considered a factual error and  
you receive no credit for the assignment. 

 
Students must follow and meet journalistic standards.  
 
Once more:  Sometimes rumors, lies and exaggerations rule the day.  As a reporter, you 
must uncover the truth for your readers. 
 

Course Goals and Student Learning Objectives 
1. To gather facts and material through direct observation, interviews and research in 

order to give your readers correct, factual information about events or issues that 
impact or interest them.  

2. Understand and practice what in-depth means when it comes to reporting. 
Understand the three main elements of reporting:  Observation, interviews, 
research. 

3. Understand the fundamentals of how to report in a non-biased way. 
4. Students will understand the role of in-depth reporting. 
5. Students will understand the need of talking to observers and witnesses and 

experts. 
6. Students will understand the process by which reporters attempt to be as objective 

as possible.  It is a process made up rules to follow for published stories. 
7. Know the necessity of verifying facts and assertions of fact before they ever 

become part of your story.  No verification – keep it out of the story. 



 
In class, the instructor will also discuss feature leads that are often used on issue stories 
such as campus crime.  In manly respects, that’s why you always ask interviewees for 
anecdotes and stories and get them talking about campus crime beyond two-syllable 
responses.  All of sudden, the statistics take on meaning when you discover that a friend 
of an interviewee was mugged and what happened to that person.   
 
Course Content Learning Outcomes 
Upon successful completion of this course, students will be able to: 
 

1. By the end of the course, it is expected that students will understand and practice 
how to add breadth and depth in reporting by intensive interviewing, detailed 
research and expert opinions. 

2. Understand the three main elements of reporting – observation, interviews and 
research – after having reported and written a more in-depth story on student 
attitudes toward crime on the San Jose State University campus using observation, 
interviews and research. 

3. Understand the fundamentals of how to report in a non-biased way after having 
attributed every fact in the story to its source, attributed all opinions to specific 
interviewees and after having checked the final story to remove any unattributed 
material unless it’s factual observation. 

4. Learn to verify assertions made by others and not take them as automatically true 
after researching the facts to ascertain their truthfulness and not using them if they 
are false.  (You are not a scribe who simply takes notes.  As a reporter, you bring 
your critical thinking to bear as you ascertain what are facts and what are not, 
what is true and what is not.  Your readers depend on you for truth, not just a 
reiteration of someone else’s thoughts.) 

5. Begin to understand the structure of a more in-depth story after they have studied 
and used a feature lead and a feature story structure in their final story projects. 

6. Understand that interviews add depth and human face to a story and that research 
gives readers the context and perspective surrounding those interviews after 
having completed a final story project using research and interviews. 

7. Understand that they are to stay out of their stories.  In this class, students are 
professional journalists, not essayists or opinion mongers. If you use the first or 
second person in any assignment, it is considered a factual error and you receive 
no credit for the assignment.  Check your work. 

 
Required readings (handouts):  
 

1. On-the-street interviewing tips 
2. Observation tips 
3. Reporting excerpts from “Writing Across the Media” by Kristie Bunton, Thomas 

B. Connery, Stacey Frank Kanihan, Mark Neuzil, and David Nimmer 
4. Interviewing excerpts from “Writing Across the Media” by Kristie Bunton, 

Thomas B. Connery, Stacey Frank Kanihan, Mark Neuzil, and David Nimmer 



5. Writing tips and instructions for leads: Inverted pyramid (plus some more writing 
tips)  

6. Leads, summary, multiple element and others – excerpts from “Writing Across 
the Media” by Kristie Bunton, Thomas B. Connery, Stacey Frank Kanihan, Mark 
Neuzil, and David Nimmer (two partial sections) 

7. Story template 
8. Quotations 
9. Partial checklist for stories 
10. Proofreading marks used by instructor 
11. Major project instructions 
12. Format for interviewing summaries  
13. Format for research summaries 
14. Illustration of an inverted pyramid 
15. Appendix: Writing tips – excerpts from “Writing Across the Media” by Kristie 

Bunton, Thomas B. Connery, Stacey Frank Kanihan, Mark Neuzil, and David 
Nimmer. 
 

Readings that are recommended but not required: 
 
For the basics:  An online reminder of what you need to do when you are writing 
everyday stories. http://pocketjourno.com. 
 
For superb reporting and writing: 
San Francisco has one of the nation's worst problems with hard-core homelessness. 
Thousands are without shelter, and as many as 5,000 spend virtually all their time on the 
street. Chronicle reporter Kevin Fagan and photographer Brant Ward spent four months 
among the homeless and those who deal with them. In this series, they explore how one 
of the nation's wealthiest cities came to have so many people living on its streets.  
 
SHAME OF THE CITY series, San Francisco Chronicle: 
 
Part 1:  Homeless Island 
http://www.sfgate.com/default/article/SHAME-OF-THE-CITY-HOMELESS-ISLAND-They-live-
2510831.php 
 

Infographic: Goes with First in the series – Data: 
http://www.sfgate.com/default/article/SHAME-OF-THE-CITY-The-hard-core-stuck-on-street-
2525831.php#photo-2685465 
 

Part 2:  Family in van:  
http://www.sfgate.com/default/article/SHAME-OF-THE-CITY-WE-RE-TOGETHER-It-has-2510481.php 
 

Part 3:  A Rugged Refuge / Many homeless men would rather sleep on the street than in 
San Francisco's most notorious shelter, calling it a dangerous drug haven:  
http://www.sfgate.com/default/article/SHAME-OF-THE-CITY-A-Rugged-Refuge-Many-2525717.php 

Part 4:  The Best Intentions http://www.sfgate.com/default/article/SHAME-OF-THE-CITY-THE-
BEST-INTENTIONS-The-2547229.php 
  



Part 5: Solutions http://www.sfgate.com/default/article/SHAME-OF-THE-CITY-A-WAY-OUT-
Solving-San-2525635.php 
 
Books:  The Word, an Associated Press Guide to Good News Writing by Rene J. Cappon.  
You'll have to hunt for this book.  It will help you with your writing and reporting for 
most of your careers.  There's a 1980s first edition and an early 1990s second edition.  
You can find used copies on Amazon.com and probably bookfinder.com – maybe e-Bay, 
half.com or other sites.  It takes your writing beyond the basics into new levels of 
sophistication, and the book makes it fairly easy to understand how to do that. 
 
The Elements of Journalism by Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel.  This book addresses 
the principles and fundamentals that define journalism as a profession and a calling.  It 
captures, as one critic said, "the shortcomings, subtleties and possibilities of modern 
journalism."  Some chapters are better than others. 
 
Blur: How to Know What's True in the Age of Information Overload by Bill Kovach and 
Tom Rosenstiel.  The title explains it.  Again, some chapters are more relevant than 
others. 
 
Stories from the Institute for War & Peace Reporting (IWPR): 

 
Report Spurs Action on Afghan Bird Poaching 
           IWPR story said to have contributed to introduction of ban on poaching of species  
           that prey on agricultural pests.  
           By Sadeq Behnam  
           http://iwpr.net/report-news/report-spurs-action-afghan-bird-poaching  

  
Trade Through West Afghan Province on the Up 

Traders say exports rising thanks to better business climate and security.  
By Mohammadali Jawed, Harun Hakimi - Afghanistan  
http://iwpr.net/report-news/trade-through-west-afghan-province  
  

Silk Industry Struggles in Herat  
Artisans and traders warn that historic craft faces collapse in the face of cheaper  
imports.  
By Sharif Sayidi - Afghanistan  
http://iwpr.net/report-news/silk-industry-struggles-herat  

 
Keeping Up Appearances in Azerbaijan 

Soviet tradition of organized “volunteering” persists in Nakhichevan exclave. 
By Elman Abbasov - Caucasus 
http://iwpr.net/report-news/keeping-appearances-azerbaijan  

 
 
Other Equipment/Material Requirements:  A notebook, paper and pencils.  It 
would help students to have access to a voice recorder and a computer outside of class 
but that is not required.  People have taken notes and written stories by hand for decades 
and it works although the ability to do direct quotes diminishes. 



 
 
 
Assignments and grading policy 
 
Grading: Grades in this course will be figured on a straight percentage basis. That 
means your final grade is based on the percentage of the total points you earn. The 
grading will follow this scale: 
 
100 - 93%  A     
92 - 90%  A-    
89 - 87%  B+    
86 - 83%  B  
82 - 80%  B-    
79 - 77%  C+    

76 - 73%  C     
72 - 70%  C-    
69 - 67%   D+ 
66 - 63%   D 
62 - 60%   D-  
below 60%  F 

 
Points: 
 

• Attendance:  2 points each day, 1 point if late, 0 if absent 
• Summaries of readings:  0 to 2 points each and graded on whether it appears the 

student read the material thoroughly. 
• Summaries of 14 interviews:  0 to 15 points.  Students can keep adding interviews 

through the fifth and, if the quality is good, can add to their points up to the 15 
points possible.  Graded on the quality of the interviews, professional journalistic 
standards, adherence to the assignment and completing 14 interviews 

• Observation related to story:  0 to 5 points and graded on the accuracy and 
pertinence of the observations to help readers understand the story by putting 
readers at the scene through your words.  No first or second person. 

• An exercise in observation:  0 to 5 points and graded on adherence to the 
instructions and if the observations put readers at the scene so they can see it 
through your words.  No first or second person.  This assignment may be canceled 
if the there is not enough time. 

• Story:  0 to 10 points and graded on clarity, accuracy, depth and breadth of 
reporting, adherence to the assignment instructions, and adherence to professional 
standards of journalism.  Can be rewritten until more points are earned if the 
rewriting is good enough. 

• Research:  0 to 10 points and graded on clarity, accuracy, depth and breadth of 
reporting, legitimacy of sources and adherence to professional standards of 
journalism.  Are these sources of a quality and legitimacy that they could be cited 
in a professional story?  Could the information you found be used in a 
professional-level story about student attitudes toward crime at SJSU?  That is the 
standard. 

• Expanded, corrected and rewritten research:  As with the other assignments, you 
can rewrite and expand your research and, if it is good enough, gain more points 



up the 10 allotted for this assignment. Graded on clarity, accuracy, depth and 
breadth of reporting, legitimacy of sources and adherence to professional 
standards of journalism. Are these sources of a quality and legitimacy that they 
could be cited in a professional story?  Could the information you found be used 
in a professional-level story about student attitudes toward crime at SJSU??  That 
is the standard. 

• Final project:  0 to 10 points and graded on whether, at the end of the course your 
information and sources are of a professional level and could be used in a 
professional story on student attitudes toward crime at SJSU. All of your work, 
original and rewritten, will be in this folder and you will turn it in at the beginning 
of the last day of class.  

• Any other assignments will have points that fit within these parameters.   
• Assignments and points are subject to change.  You will be notified in class and 

by email, if you have email. 
• If you use the first person or the second person in any assignment except an essay, 

it is considered a factual error and you receive no credit for the assignment and it 
can’t be fixed for more points – or any points.  

 
CHECK YOUR WORK BEFORE YOU TURN IT IN. 

 
 
 

Advanced Reporting 
Schedule to be announced 

 

Cla
ss 

Date Topics, Readings, Assignments, Deadlines 

1 
 

To Be 
Announced 
(TBA) 
 
 

Topics:  Interviewing, observing and the final project. 
 
Readings:   

• A story template  
• Tips on street interviewing  
• Observation tips  
• A format for the interviewing summaries assignment  
• An illustration of an inverted pyramid 
• Handout on quotations  
• Reporting excerpts from “Writing Across the Media” by Kristie 

Bunton, Thomas B. Connery, Stacey Frank Kanihan, Mark 
Neuzil, and David Nimmer. 

 
Day’s content:  Instructor takes roll and distributes handouts. Instructor 
briefly discusses the individual class project, which is focused on the 
reporting and writing required to do a story about student attitudes toward 



Cla
ss 

Date Topics, Readings, Assignments, Deadlines 

crime on campus.  
 
Instructor briefly reviews on-the-street interviewing techniques and instructs 
them to ask for detail and stories/anecdotes/memories from their 
  
interviewees.  Interviews will likely be a mix of long, medium, short and 
non-existent.  (The latter when someone declines to talk to you.)   
 
For this, the final project, the reporter must always get the correct spelling of  
the person’s full name (first and last), year in school and major. Need first 
and last name to get credit for the assignment. 
 
The time actually in the class on the first day will be short because the 
instructor and the students will be heading out onto the campus for the 
students to begin interviewing for their stories on student attitudes toward 
crime on campus. 
 
Assignments and deadlines:  Students will begin reporting the final 
project today and are assigned to go onto the campus to begin 
interviewing students about their attitudes toward crime on campus. By 
the fifth class, students must have 14 good interviews.  Most of those will 
be done after class on your own time.    
 
Don’t forget:  Ask if they feel safe on campus.  Ask why or why not.  Ask 
for details.  How about the blocks just off campus?  Ask for stories and 
anecdotes of their own or friends’ – “Do you take any precautions 
walking on campus?  At night?  The area surrounding the campus?  Do 
friends? Have you ever become nervous?  Friends?  Have you ever seen a 
crime on campus or near campus?  Have any of your friends?  Ever been 
a victim of a crime or know someone who has?”  Along that line. 
 
Then write up: 

• Summaries of interviews following the format that was handed 
out.  Due next class. 

• A short, third-person essay on your observations – half of a page 
or so.  Due next class. Also to be written in the third person.  Must 
be specific about details.  It may be there wasn’t much to observe.  
If so, do the best you can.  Due next class. 

• A 500- to 600-word preliminary draft of what will be a 700- to 
800-word story.  For the first draft, use a summary Who, What, 
When, Where, Why, How lead.   Follow the inverted pyramid 
story template that was handed out.  This draft will be based on 
your interviews and observations. The idea is that you weave 



Cla
ss 

Date Topics, Readings, Assignments, Deadlines 

them together.  Research and additional interviews will be added 
in later drafts.  Due next class.  BRING TWO COPIES, one for 
the instructor and one for yourself.  Double-spaced, one sentence 
per paragraph, every sentence attributed/sourced unless it is an 

 
 observation.  No first person.  All third person.   Include the word 
count under your name.  Due next class. 
• For the class after this one, write up a summary encompassing all 

the readings handed out today – not to exceed one page total.  
(Will be graded on whether it appears you have read everything 
carefully and absorbed the information.) 

• The following assignment is NOT due next class but at the one 
following.   Students will read today’s handouts and write a one-
page summary to be graded on whether it’s clear that you read 
and absorbed the information.  Third person.   

• If something in the reading or writing is unclear or raises 
questions, bring those questions and any interviewing and/or 
observation questions to the next class for the instructor to 
address. 

• Note:  Your first draft may not be very good, but by making mistakes 
and then correcting them as per the professor’s instructions, you 
will learn and your story will improve.  Concentrate on accuracy 
and clarity.  The story template should help.  This does not extend to 
using the first person or including a factual error. If you used the 
first person or made a factual error, it can’t be fixed for more points 
– or any points.   

 
                             CHECK YOUR WORK BEFORE YOU TURN IT IN. 

 

2 
 

TBA 

 
 
 
 

Topics:  Interviewing problems, observation problems, third person 
problems, research. 
 
Discussion:  In-depth reporting depends a lot on the critical thinking of the 
reporter.  The reporter has to figure out what the story is and what the story 
needs so that readers have a broader understanding of the issue – not just, in 
this case, that opinions vary.  
 
And if you find something verifiable and interesting, go with it.  You can 
break out of the formatted leads if you have an interesting angle. 
 
Readings:  
1. Writing tips and instructions for inverted pyramid leads (plus some more 



Cla
ss 

Date Topics, Readings, Assignments, Deadlines 

writing tips) 
2. Leads, summary, multiple element and others – excerpts from “Writing 

Across the Media” by Kristie Bunton, Thomas B. Connery, Stacey Frank 
Kanihan, Mark Neuzil, and David Nimmer.  Read the following: 
• Summary leads 

 
• Multi-element leads and  
• Then pick three other leads to study 
• Proofreading marks used by instructor 
• Format for research summaries 

 
Day’s content:  On the second day, students break into small groups to read 
each other’s interviewing summaries and the draft stories as the instructor 
goes from group to group.  Students make any quick corrections on their 
stories and hand them in along with the rest of the assignments due. 
 
Class discussion and roll.  
 
Then students use the classroom computers to research crime at SJSU by 
going to the university’s police website and, perhaps, the City of San Jose 
police website.  Might also check the university’s Office of Institutional 
Research and see if they have anything.  Might also check some of the 
general college websites.  For those, try an online search at Bing.com or 
Google.com search – try searching “Crime at San Jose State University” or a 
similar search phrase and see what pops up.   
 
If the university where you are located doesn’t have these statistics, talk to 
the campus police or security people or someone in authority and see what 
they can give you in terms of overview and incidents.   
 
During class, summarize the facts and statistics that could be used in your 
story and put onto a Word document of not more than two pages.  Print it out 
and email it to yourself, if you have email.  If you have a flash drive or a 
computer at your residence, you can copy and paste the larger amounts of 
data and put on a flash drive or email it to yourself for further study. 
 
Assignments for the next class:  Seven of them, including writing a 
feature lead for your story.  Read the instructions. 
 
1. Write up very short summaries of your research following the 

format for research summaries. Keep your more extensive notes.  
Those you’ll use for writing the story. 

2. Continue researching for facts, statistics and/or studies for your 
story.  

 



Cla
ss 

Date Topics, Readings, Assignments, Deadlines 

3. Continue interviewing students until you reach the required 14 
interviews and hand in the summaries as you progress.   

4. Look at your facts and statistics and decide which ones are pertinent 
to your story and highlight them for the next rewrite. 

 
 
5. Study your story to figure out what would make it stronger:  Certain 

types of facts?  Different interviews?  Different questions?  Then 
figure out where that information could be found.   

 

• AGAIN, in-depth reporting depends a lot on the critical thinking 
of the reporter.  The reporter has to figure out what the story IS, 
what the story needs so that readers have a broader 
understanding of the issue – not just, in this case, that opinions 
vary.  And is there something going on that no one knows about?  
Report on it. 

 

• And if you find something verifiable and interesting, go with it 
and feel free to break out of the formatted leads if you have an 
interesting angle. 

 
6. Read the handouts for session 2 but no summary is assigned.  For the 

leads handout, study the summary lead, the multi-element lead and 
three other leads of your choosing that might work for your story.  
Only the summary of your readings from the first class is due at the 
next session. 

7. Write a feature lead for your story in one of the following two styles: 
 
A.  An anecdotal lead where you relate an anecdote from one of your 
interviewees as the opening for the story. An anecdote must be a real 
incident – no made-up scenarios. 

 
     Susan Johns had just finished her 
night class last spring and was setting 
off across the campus when she 
noticed someone following her.   
 

     Then a supporting quote that relates to the lead. 
 

     “I ran to the blue light phone and 
a campus officer came over to walk 
me to the parking garage,” Johns 
said.  “As soon as I picked up the 
phone, the guy took off.” 

 



Cla
ss 

Date Topics, Readings, Assignments, Deadlines 

      Then another student’s views. 
 

     John O’Hara, on the other hand, 
said he has never had any incidents 
and feels the campus is quite safe.  
  

        
Then a statement/nut graph on what the story is all about. 
 

     Students’ attitudes toward crime 
on campus and their own sense of 
safety may vary, but crime rates, 
including reported incidents of 
violence, remain steady, according to 
the University Police Department. 
 

     Whatever you write must be true.  Stick to specifics. 
 
     B.  Or a lead using a person.  This tends to focus not on an incident 
but on the person’s opinions:   
 

Shaminder Jones says he doesn’t 
worry much about crime on campus, 
but he still makes sure to walk with his 
female classmates when it gets dark.   
 
(Followed by a supporting quote that 
relates to the story and then a nut 
graph stating what the story is about.) 
 
Or the nut graph might reflect that 
crime is rising on campus or 
decreasing on campus.  Let your 
readers know.  
 
 If you’ve discovered something 
important, you wouldn’t use a feature 
lead – you would emphasize the 
‘something important’ in the lead. 

 
DO NOT spend hours on this.  Give it half an hour or so and do the best 
you can. If you are having trouble, do not worry.  Bring in what you’ve 
managed to write even if you don’t like it. 



Cla
ss 

Date Topics, Readings, Assignments, Deadlines 

 
The point:  There are many ways to open a story and  

you need to find the one that works best  
with your information and story angle. 

 

3 TBA 

 
 
 
 

Topics:  Edited stories returned.  Common mistakes in reporting and writing 
will be discussed including grammar and punctuation.  Today in class:  More 
research online for statistics, facts and/or studies on crime at SJSU to be 
folded into story after class. The corrected and rewritten story is due 
tomorrow.  Use a feature lead if you have developed one you think works 
well.  It still needs to be one sentence long and 30 words or less. 
 
Readings:  None required. 
 
Day’s content:  Instructor hands back edited stories and other graded 
assignments.  Students break into small groups of two or three and begin 
reading each others’ stories.  Instructor goes from group to group making 
suggestions.  As issues and common mistakes become apparent, the 
instructor lectures the class on these and on how to improve the stories to 
better meet professional standards.  This should take about half the class but 
can go longer.  
    Then students go to the classroom computers for online research.  Look for 
statistics and safety guidelines at the online SJSU police website.  (You are 
looking for a few really pertinent facts/statistics that work well with your 
story and will better inform your readers.  This is not a report about crime 
stats or advice on being safe.)   
     Next, go to the City of San Jose police website and see if they have any 
stats on crime in those blocks immediately surrounding the campus.  There 
may not be any current statistics for that area but look carefully.  Citywide 
statistics are useless for this story.   
     Next do a Bing.com or Google.com search, typing in something like 
“Crime statistics at San Jose State University” and see if that gets you any 
information, maybe from some college services.  You’ll write up summaries 
of what you found following the research summary template handout.  These 
are brief summaries – do not cut and paste information into the report you 
will be giving me. 
 

Assignments and deadlines:  Seven assignments 
1. Rewrite your story following the edits, class suggestions and 

adding in your research and any new quotes.  Staple it to the top 
of the edited first draft and turn both in at the next class.  (Your 
edited stories will be returned to you today.)  Again, you will 



Cla
ss 

Date Topics, Readings, Assignments, Deadlines 

make corrections, add research and add any good, new interviews 
to your story while removing weaker ones – if there are any 
weaker ones. This will be the first rewrite.  If one of your feature 
leads works, you can use it in place of the summary lead but it’s 
not required. 

 
  Again, the idea is that you weave together your reporting elements:  
Interviews, observations, research. (We may get an expert to talk to the 
class at the next session and, if so, that, too, will be added.)  
 
  Make two copies – one for yourself and one to hand in to the instructor. 
Double-spaced, one sentence per paragraph, every sentence 
attributed/sourced unless it is an observation.  No first person.  (Quotes 
can be two sentences long – no more.) 
 
Remember, as a reporter, you bring critical thinking and research skills to 
bear as you ascertain what are facts and what are not, what is true and 
what is not.  Readers depend on you for truth. 
 

2. Write up a summary report of your research following the format 
in the handouts. 

3. Be prepared to bring in questions for the instructor at the next 
class period if something needs to be clarified. 

4. If more interviews are needed, do them and get me a summary if 
you have not yet reached 14.  If you have reached 14, no need to 
do a summary. 

5. If more research is needed, get it done and get me the summaries. 
6. Don’t forget that you can rewrite assignments in an attempt to get 

more points.  More points are not guaranteed unless there is 
substantial improvement.  There is an exception to this.  If you 
used the first person or made a factual error, it can’t be fixed for 
more points – or any points.  Check your work before you turn it 
in. 

7. Prepare questions for a pretend mini-press conference at the next 
class with a person knowledgeable about SJSU crime.  Think to 
yourself: 

• What do I need or want to know to better understand the 
situation or event?   

• What do my readers need or want to know?   
• How can I succinctly phrase the question? 
• Essentially, you are looking for comments and overviews 

because experts know a lot and can add perspective.  Don’t 
use them for facts.  Using an expert to fill out your 
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statistics is usually a waste of their time, a mistake on your 
part, and a disservice to your readers.  Instead, you want 
to tap into their experiences and viewpoints. 

• If you attend class but have no questions prepared, you 
will not be allowed to stay. 

 
The questions must be succinct – no rambling thoughts as you grope 
your way toward a distant, unformed question.   
 
And this is subject to the expert making it to class. 
 

4 
 

TBA 

 
 
 
 

Topic:  The use of experts in advanced reporting.  Stories handed back ready 
for final rewrite due at the last class as part of the final project. 
 
Handout: Observations and Descriptive Writing 
 
Day’s content:  Instructor collects stories and summaries and speaks briefly 
about how experts fit into a story:  Essentially, you are looking for comments 
and overviews because experts know a lot and can add perspective.  Don’t 
use them for facts unless you’re desperate.  Generally, using an expert to fill 
out your basic facts because you didn’t do your homework is a mistake, a 
disservice to your readers and a bit of an insult to your source.  Confirm the 
facts?  That would be OK.  But you need to tap into their experiences and 
viewpoints – their overview of the situation.  What is really happening?  
Why?  What led up to it?  You’re looking for in-depth comment from 
thoughtful people. 
 
A person knowledgeable about campus crime is scheduled to talk to the 
students during the first half of the class.  Have your questions prepared – this 
will be similar to a mini-press conference.  If you don’t ask, you won’t have 
anything to add to your story.  (Actually, the instructor will call on you if no 
one speaks up, so be prepared. 
 
At the conclusion, if there is time, students will go to the computers and write 
up their notes from the expert commentary, print them out and email them to 
themselves.  These notes will be used in writing the final story that is due at 
the last class, Session 6. 
 
Assignments and deadlines:  
 

   1. Finish typing up or writing out all of your expert interview notes, 
Fold the pertinent ones into your story.  Save them – they will be part of 
the final project you turn in.   
 

    2.  Get our your story and read it aloud.  Many errors you may have 
missed can be found using this technique.  The story is far enough long 
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that this process should be quite helpful.  Make corrections.  Email it to 
yourself or put it onto a flash drive in case your computer crashes. The 
final story is due at the last class. 
3.  A half-page summary of handout readings:  Observations and 
Descriptive Writing – read very carefully.   
 

5 
 

TBA 

 
 
 
 

 
Topic:  Observations and descriptive writing.  
    
Readings:  Major project instructions. 
 
Day’s content:  The third leg of good reporting is direct observation and the 
ability to show your readers what you are seeing.  Today, if all goes well, you 
will be observing, taking notes and writing up what you see in the third 
person either at an event or at the cafeteria.  It’s due tomorrow as part of your 
final project.  The ability to really see and describe what you see to your 
readers is a skill you must hone as your professional career progresses.  It’s 
harder than it seems.  All fact-based, third person writing.  No opinions.  No 
conclusions.  No comments. Don’t say “I” or “us” or “you.” The readers want 
to know what you saw – not what you thought about it. 
 
Instructor’s comments:  
 
FIRST YOU HAVE TO SEE 

 
The third leg of good reporting is direct observation. 
You must really look at a scene and the people. Look closely, almost as if 
you were doing a painting.  A glance isn’t good enough.   
 
Start writing down the details:  Third person descriptions of what you see, 
smell and hear.  Don’t use the first or second person – no ‘I, me, my, our, we, 
us, you, your.’ 
 
 
In writing what they see, many novice reporters have trouble differentiating 
between their personal conclusions or opinions and fact-based description. 
 
The problem often centers on using the first and second person and using 
words that have no meaning for readers but a lot of meaning to the reporter. 
Novices will also likely want to comment.  No comments. 
 
Instead, focus on the specifics of what you actually see. 
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For example, you are covering a big nighttime fire.  You look at the scene 
and you think to yourself, ‘This is awful.’  Note that there is no information 
in that conclusion for the reader.  It’s only your reactions so keep it out of 
your story.  Your job is to describe the scene so that readers come to their 
own conclusions, not yours. 
 
Or, you might think, ‘This is chaotic.’  Chaotic is a good descriptive word but 
it’s also a conclusion of what the scene looks like based on your 
observations.   
 
So back yourself up.  What did you see that led to that conclusion?  That’s 
where the details come in, details that let readers see what you see.  At the 
fire scene, the details that led you to the word ‘chaotic’ could include:   
 

• Flames shooting into the air from the windows and the rooftop 
 

• Three buildings burning, all of them five stories high, the flames 
adding another story or two 

 

• Hundreds of fire hoses strewn around the scene  
 

• Residents in their night clothes huddled on corners 
 

• 40 or 50 firefighters sweating and swearing  
 

• Fire trucks parked at all angles blocking the streets 
 

• Lights of fire trucks, police cars and ambulances flashing and 
throwing counterpoint lights on the yellow, black, red and orange 
flames and smoke 

   
• Small groups of police officers trying to keep back spectators 

 
Be aware that almost any physical description can contain elements that are 
accurate but unhelpful to the reader. 
 
For example:  “A long line of students.”  It’s accurate, but not very 
informative.  Better to say, “a line of 45 students ….”  That way, the reader 
isn’t imagining a long line to mean 2,000 students. 
 
Or, a “crowded room.”  Accurate but, again, not helpful.  ‘The auditorium 
was crowded with 7,500 people filling every seat.’  ‘The classroom was 
crowded with 50 students for only 30 seats.’   
 
Specifics – precise specifics – are more informative and FAR MORE 
POWERFUL. 
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The same goes for descriptions of people.  Don’t generalize – be specific.  
Describe to the reader what you saw that led you to your conclusion.  Let the 
readers draw their own conclusions.   
 

AGAIN, LET THE READERS DRAW THEIR OWN CONCLUSIONS.   
DON’T DO IT FOR THEM. 

 
Words such as ‘pretty, proud, handsome, fun, happy, sad, etc.’ have no 
information in them and only mean something to you – not anyone reading 
them. 
 
Again.  Pay attention in your mind to what you might be concluding.  Then 
ask yourself, ‘What am I seeing that led me to that conclusion?’  And that’s 
what you write down.   
  
So today’s descriptions have to be of real details and real actions al factually 
based, all in the third person. 
 
Take home, finish the story, email it to yourself and bring a hard copy to the 
next class.  This is your final project and much of your grade rests on it.  It 
will be graded on accuracy, thoroughness, organization, depth, breadth and 
clarity.  A factual error means a zero for the assignment. Double-spaced, one 
to two sentences per paragraph, every sentence attributed/sourced unless it is 
an observation.  All third person – no first or second person as has been 
stated previously. 
 
Assignments and deadlines:   
 

• Complete descriptive writing and turn in at next class as part of 
the major project. 

• Finish the final story and turn in as part of the major project. 
• Assemble the final major project and bring it all to next class.   
• Be on time. 

 
a. The final project consists of everything you have written 

and rewritten in this class.   
b. Staple the most current rewrite on top of the earlier, edited 

version or versions.  Then assemble the stapled and other 
documents.   

c. Put it all in a file with your final story first.  
d. Then put an index on top of the story so that I know the 

order of the assignments as you’ve arranged them. 
e. Then put a cover sheet on top of the index with your name, 
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the name of the class and the date.  If you want your 
project returned, add your mailing address. 

f. The quality of the final assignments will be graded on 
adherence to professional journalism standards.  See 
‘grades and assignments’ for specifics. 

 

6 
 

TBA 

 
 
 
 

Topic:  Instructor reviews basics of advanced reporting.  Students discuss the 
class with an eye to improvements. 
Readings:  None 
Day’s content:   

• Be on time.   
• Briefly meet in small groups to review final stories/projects.  Students 

can make last minute, handwritten corrections. 
• Hand in final stories/projects.   
• Instructor reviews main points of advanced reporting:  Adding depth 

and breadth through thorough interviewing, talking to experts, 
digging deeply into facts, statistics and history, and finding the human 
element in it all.   

• Instructor goes over the class point by point, assignment by 
assignment, asking what worked and what didn’t. 

Assignment:  Get the Instructor a mailing address today if you want 
your final project to be returned.  Can include it in your final project. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

Note from the professor 
 

As reporters, you can bring depth and breadth to your stories by finding and interviewing 
the right people, by digging deeply into facts, statistics and history, and by finding and 
highlighting the human element in it all.  
 

One key is verification of all details so that you GET THE STORY RIGHT.   
 

You don’t pass on half-truths, exaggerations and outright lies as the whole truth.  You 
owe your readers the truth and nothing but the truth.  
 



You need to realize that ethics are bound up in practically every decision a journalist 
makes.  The stories you cover.  The way you cover them.  The way you handle sources.  
The honest or dishonest ways that you approach people.   
 
For instance, when you are dealing with experienced officialdom, they usually know the 
ropes of off-the-record and on-the-record and deep background.   
 
When you are dealing with the general public, too often they don’t.  You ask them 
questions and unless a camera is trained on them, they don’t realize that you will put 
their names and thoughts into a story for everyone to see. 
 
SO YOU MUST MAKE IT CLEAR.  YOU MUST NOT TAKE ADVANTAGE OF THEIR 
NAIVETE.  You need to protect them, especially if there is danger associated with the 
story or a chance they could get in trouble or a chance they could lose their jobs.   
 
On a more prosaic note, if word gets around that you don’t protect your sources, no one 
will talk to you and other journalists will think you’re pond scum.  And word always gets 
around. 
 
And then there is the question of confidentiality of sources. Do you go off the record in 
the first place?  It depends.  Is someone in danger?  Are you just trying to get a sense of 
the story and don’t need them on the record?  And how do you protect your sources?    
 
Meanwhile, when you are first getting started, be aware that people may use the off-the-
record or background interview to get at others or promote their own interests through 
you and your story.  You get better at spotting this as you become more experienced.   
 
And ask yourself – always – did I get the story right?  Should I make more calls, do more 
digging so that readers have a better picture and I am a better journalist? 
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Advanced Reporting 
 

Day-by-Day Instructor Information 
 

BY JAN SHAW 
 
 
 

 
The reporter is often the only thing standing 

 between readers and half-truths, lies and exaggerations. 
 
 
Before class suggestions: 
 

• You need to arrange for an expert on crime at your university (or on whatever 
your topic is) to come to the fourth class for a fake, mini-press conference for the 
students.  If the story is crime, very often, university police departments have 
someone who works with students or the student press.  See if that person will 
visit or ask whomever is in charge who might be available. 

 
• Before class every day, write on the board:  Who? What? When? Where? Why? 

and How?  The 5W’s and H – as a reminder of the questions that need to be 
answered in leads.   Write out anything else you think is pertinent for that day’s 
class. 

 
• Allow time for individuals to approach you:  Be there a bit early in case someone 

wants to ask you questions before class starts.  Stay after for a bit for the same 
reason. 

 
• Computer check:  On those days when students will be using the computers, 

arrive extra early.  Turn on all the computers and make certain they are working.  
If a computer isn’t doing what it should be doing, shut it down.  That way, if the 
students need the computers, they don’t spend 10 minutes trying to make it work.  
Then print from each computer to check that that is working.  If it’s not, reserve 
it for those with a flash drive and a printer at home.  Otherwise, shut it down. 

 



Session 1 
 
SESSION 1 SUMMARY:  Welcome, brief explanation of that day’s activities, hand out 
reading assignments and take the class out onto the campus to begin reporting a 
story about student attitudes toward campus crime at SJSU. Skip introductions and 
any in-depth explanations until Session 2. 
 
Note:  As the instructor, you can chose any story to be carried on through the sessions as 
a way to teach advanced reporting, not just student attitudes toward crime.  But it’s a 
good idea to look for a story where the students can:  

• Interview regular people throughout the course 
• Interview an expert or experts  
• Make observations to fold into the story so readers can see what is happening 

through the words of the reporter  
• Easily find statistics, facts and/or studies.  

The problem with many news event stories is that after that day – that initial event –  
there’s no one to interview and no way to follow up on the reporting. That’s why an issue 
story is suggested, in this case, student attitudes toward campus crime. 
 
Class begins: 
 

1. Take roll. 
 
2. Briefly welcome students to the class. 
 
3. Tell them today’s in-class and out-of-class assignments will be interviewing 

students and making observations for a story that is going to be the major project 
in the class, writing the first draft of the story and reading and summarizing the 
handouts. 

 
4. Distribute the following handouts:  

• Tips on street interviewing 
• Starter questions for the story 
• Observation tips  
• An interviewing report summary format  
• An illustration of an inverted pyramid 
• A story template  
• Handout on quotations  
• Reporting excerpts from “Writing Across the Media” by Kristie Bunton, 

Thomas B. Connery, Stacey Frank Kanihan, Mark Neuzil, and David Nimmer. 
• The assignments are in the syllabus so refer them to that document. 

 
5. Brief introduction example:  “Hello, I’m Professor Jan Shaw and I will be your 

instructor for the six sessions of advanced reporting.  It is going to be a fast-



paced class with a lot of outside work, but I will be here before and after class to 
answer your questions and help you if needed. 
 

6.  Quick lecture example before taking them in teams onto the campus:   
 
“Starting today, you will begin your final project for this class.  We’ll be going onto the 
campus and you will be (1) interviewing student – 14 interviews are ultimately required, 
and  (2) noting what you see.  The second part – observing – allows readers who weren’t 
there to see it through your eyes.  
 
“After class, you will continue interviewing and observing.  Then you will start writing 
the first draft of the story – along with readings. 
 
“At the next class you will give me the first draft of the story and a summary of your 
interviews.  Interviewing and observing are important.  They are two elements every 
reporter must learn.  The third leg of reporting is research, which we will do in the next 
class.  
 
“Working on an actual story helps you to understand the lessons taught in this class.”   
 
INTERVIEWING TIPS:  (Note: Read the dialogue aloud and have students look at the 
handout as you do.) 
  
 “When you approach a student or an official, smile and politely introduce yourself along 
these lines:  
  

‘Hello, I’m ___________ and I’m doing a story for my 
reporting class on student opinions and attitudes toward 
campus crime.  Would you have a minute to tell me why you 
are here and what you think of it?’  
 
‘Would you give me your name and the correct spelling?  The 
story isn’t going to be published but the professor wants us to 
source everything.’ 
 

“Get their first and last names, majors and their year in school.  Double check the spelling 
of the their names.  You must have these or the interview won’t count. 
 
“If an interviewee does not want to give you his or her name, thank them for their time 
and move on.  No full name, no credit for the interview. 
 
“If the person agrees, ask them questions, listen to the answers and write them down.  
Use the answers to help formulate the next questions.   
 
“If you are using a voice recorder, ask permission to do so.   
 



“If you are not, jot down the notes the best you can.  As soon as the interview is finished, 
step aside and immediately fill in your notes from memory while they are fresh.   
 
“Also, if something is especially interesting, you can stop the interviewee, read back what 
you wrote down, and see if you can get them to expand on their thoughts. You keep 
writing it down until you have it correct and exact in your notes.   It does, however, 
interrupt the flow of the interview. 
 
“Your interviews will likely be a mix of long, medium, short and non-existent – the latter 
when someone declines to talk to you.   
 
“And don’t forget, you must always get the correct spelling of the person’s full name 
along with their year in school and major. 
 
“Now, take a look at the note on biased questioning.  Read this and do not introduce bias 
into your questions.”   
 
(Hold up the On-the-Street Interviewing Tips handout that includes ‘Biased Questioning.’  
In summary it says:  ‘For instance, the question, ‘What are the speaker’s strengths?’ is 
biased.  It assumes the speaker has strengths. So the interviewees try to answer your 
question and your bias gets into their answers.  Instead, phrase it like this: ‘Does the 
speaker have any strengths?’  If the answer is ‘yes,’ then ask what they are.)  
 
“You will do these interviews during and after class and write up summaries to hand in at 
the next class.   
 
(Hold up the format for interviewing summaries.) 
 
“Summarize your interviews this way but hold on to your original notes.  Those are what 
you will use to write your story.  See the assignment section in your syllabus for details. 
 
OBSERVATIONS – Sample instructions: 
 
“You will be writing a half a page of your observations in the third person.  It’s due next 
class.  There may not be much to observe because of the nature of this story, but do the 
best you can. 
 
“There will be no first- or second-person in your observations and no conclusions.  No ‘I 
saw’ or ‘you will see.’  
 
“And NO conclusions.  Let me demonstrate what I mean by a conclusion.   
 
“See this table?”   
 
(Instructor points to a table or desk or chair or whatever is in the room.)   
 



“Is it dull?  You might think so.  But in reporting, the reporter will never say ‘dull’ 
because that is a conclusion.  It’s a quick reference and judgment on what you are seeing 
but only YOU know what you are talking about.  There is no information for the reader.   
 
“So, describe it.  A metal table, dark gray on the top and light gray on the sides and legs.  
About 4 feet by 8 feet.   Some stains and scratching. 
 
“Now the reader has an idea of what you are seeing, and you let them come to their own 
conclusions. 
 
“And that’s what you will do in the observation assignment today – describe.” 
  
ASSIGNMENTS: 
 
“Look over today’s assignment section in the syllabus – do you see everything that needs 
to be done before the next class?  Are there any questions?  You can also email me with 
any questions that arise.” 
 
(Hold up the assignment section in the syllabus so they know to which handout you are 
referring.  You are trying to make the first day’s lectures as brief as possible.  That means 
you can defer answering some questions until the next session.  Just tell them why.) 
 
“In addition to these assignments, bring in any questions that may arise regarding 
interviewing and observing.  I’ll answer them the best I can. 
 
 “Take your notebooks or paper and pen or pencil.  Anyone not have paper and pencil?”   
 
(Give them paper from the printer if they haven’t any.  Have some pencils to loan them if 
they didn’t bring their own.) 
 
(Then form teams of two to three, tell them to take everything with them because they 
won’t be returning to the classroom today. You will go with them but stay in the 
background because you are there to answer questions, not participate in the 
interviewing.) 
 
“Let’s go.  Remember, both observations AND interviews – during and after class.  I can 
answer more questions once we are out there.” 
 
These are today’s assignments that they will see in the syllabus: 
 

• A 500- to 600-word preliminary draft of what will be a 700- to 800-word story.  
For the first draft, use a summary Who, What, When, Where, Why, How lead.   
Follow the inverted pyramid story template that was handed out.  This draft will 
be based on your interviews and observations. The idea is that you weave them 
together.  Research and additional interviews will be added in later drafts.  Due 
next class.  BRING TWO COPIES, one for the instructor and one for yourself.  



Double-spaced, one sentence per paragraph, every sentence attributed/sourced 
unless it is an observation.  No first person.  All third person.   Include the word 
count under your name.  Due next class. 

 
• Summaries of interviews following the format that was handed out.  Due next 

class. 
 
• A short third-person essay on your observations – half of a page or so.  Due next 

class.  Must be specific about details.  It may be that there wasn’t much to observe.  
If so, do the best you can.  Due next class. 

 
• For the class after this one, write up a summary encompassing all the readings 

handed out today – not to exceed one page total.  (Will be graded on whether it 
appears you have read everything carefully and absorbed the information.) 

 
• If something in the reading or writing is unclear or raises questions, bring those 

questions and any interviewing and/or observation questions to the next class for 
the instructor to address. 

 
• Note:  Your first draft may not be very good, but by making mistakes and then 

correcting them as per the professor’s instructions, you will learn and your story 
will improve.  Concentrate on accuracy and clarity.  The story template should 
help.  This does not extend to using the first person or including a factual error.  

 
If you used the first person or made a factual error, it can’t be fixed for more points – 

or any points. 
 
The instructor then edits all the assignments for content, structure, adherence to the 
assignment instructions, grammar, punctuation and whatever else is relevant to each 
assignment.  YOU MUST RETURN THEM AT THE NEXT CLASS, ESPECIALLY 
THE STORY. 
 

(HANDOUTS FOR SESSION 1, NEXT PAGE) 
 

• A story template,  
• Tips on street interviewing,  
• Observation tips,  
• An interviewing report summary format,  
• An illustration of an inverted pyramid, 
• Handout on quotations,  
• Reporting excerpts from “Writing Across the Media” by Kristie Bunton, Thomas 

B. Connery, Stacey Frank Kanihan, Mark Neuzil, and David Nimmer. 
 
 
 



 
 
 

HANDOUTS FOR SESSION 1 
 
(Note:  the instructor will have to print out the illustration for the inverted template and 
the reporting excerpts from Writing Across the Media” from the PDFs.  They are also 
printed out in the binder.) 
 
 

On-the-street Interviewing 
 

BY JAN SHAW 
 
(Note:  If you are using a voice recorder, ask if they mind being recorded and tell them 
you use the recorder to make certain the quotes are accurate.  If they object, politely turn 
it off or put it away and take notes.  By law in the United States, you must have 
permission.  Check your batteries.)   
 
In preparation:  Ask yourself, what do you and your readers need to know?  What might 
your readers like to know?  What about this story might pique their interest and what is it 
that is important for them to know?  As a reporter, you are often making these kinds of 
decisions. 
 
Jot down pertinent questions so you don’t go blank in the middle of an interview.  Keep 
these by you.  But be careful – some of the most interesting anecdotes and quotes come 
from questions that developed talking to someone – not from your list. 
 
Ask interviewees for detail and for stories, anecdotes and memories.  Interviews will 
likely be a mix of long, medium, short and non-existent.  (The latter when someone 
declines to talk to you.) 
 
On-the-street interviews differ from sit-down-and-talk interviews.  When you are on the 
street, notebook and recorder in hand, the questions and answers tend to be shorter, 
quicker and less in-depth and that’s if you can get anyone to talk to you.  
They are off-the-cuff:  No appointment was set up, no background work completed, no 
biographies read. 
 
So, for you first time out, follow these suggestions.  As you get more comfortable doing 
this, you will develop your own way of street interviewing.   
 
For this story you are looking for:  

1. Opinions and thoughts  
2. Anecdotes and stories 
3. Attitude 
4. Background information 



5. The critical ‘why’ questions -- what led them to having these opinions of SJSU 
6. Don’t forget:  Full name correctly spelled, year in school and major 
7. And at the end always ask something along the line of "And do you have any 

other thoughts??  Anything I haven't asked you about?" 
8. Then thank them 
 

 

14 interviews required but not all today 
 
 
When you approach a potential interviewee, smile and politely introduce yourself along 
these lines:   
 

‘Hello, I’m ___________ and I’m doing a story for my 
reporting class on student attitudes toward San Jose State.   
 
“Would you have a minute to talk to me?  Maybe tell me why 
you are here and what you think of it?’  
 
“And could you give me your name?  Correct spelling?  The 
story isn’t going to be published but the professor wants us to 
source everything.” 
 

Get their first and last names, majors and their year in school.  You must have these or 
the interview won’t count. 
 
If they don’t want to tell you, politely thank them and move on to the next subject.  For 
this assignment, no one gets to be unidentified.  You can’t use them in your stories. 
 

1. And begin your interviews. 
 

• “So, what brings you here to SJSU? 
• “Has it been worthwhile? 
• “Anything you don’t like especially? 
• “Or do like? 
• “Have you gotten to know people? 
• “Do you live on campus or nearby or commute? 
• “When you first came onto the campus, what was your reaction?” 
• And so on until you think you have enough to work with.  Don’t inadvertently 

spend all your time with just a few interviewees. 
 

2. And so on.  DO NOT ASK THESE QUESTIONS LIKE IT’S A SURVEY.  Try 
to turn it all into a conversation.  In your stories, you can use individual answers 
but you can’t draw conclusions.  For example, you can’t say, “Students like SJSU.”  
That’s a conclusion and can’t be verified because you spoke with maybe 10 
students and there are 26,000 or so with whom you haven’t spoken.  

 



3. You need to move beyond questions that can be answered with a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ or 
one-word response to questions that require a fuller response.  You are not 
conducting a survey, you are conducting an interview with live, real people and 
you are trying to elicit from them experiences, thoughts and opinions.  That way, 
you have human material for your story.  The backbone of a story can be it’s facts 
and statistics but interviews turn it from a report into a story with a human face.  
So dig into the “why’s” and “how’s” … not just the “what.” 

 
4. As soon as you are done, start filling in your notes while your memory is still 

fresh, even if you are using a voice recorder.  Your own memory will supply you 
with what you sense is most important.  If you rely only on the recording, 
suddenly everything seems of equal importance.  So, don’t skip the “filling in the 
notes” step if at all possible. 

 
5. Also, if during an on-the-street interview something is especially interesting, you 

can stop the interviewee, read back what you wrote down, and see if you can get 
them to expand on their thoughts. You keep writing it down and reading it back to 
them until you have it correct and exact in your notes.   It does, however, interrupt 
the flow of the interview. 

 
6. KEEP YOUR OPINIONS TO YOURSELF, for the most part.  The dangers are 

that you (a)  bias the interview, or (b) end up boring everyone to death by rattling 
on and ruining what is supposed to be interviews of other people’s opinions. 

 
7. Biased Questioning:  A big no-no.  Example: “What do you like about San Jose 

State”’ is biased.  It assumes the student likes something about the place. So the 
interviewees try to answer your question and your bias gets into their answers.  
Instead, phrase it like this: “Is there anything you like about San Jose State?”  If 
the answer is ‘yes,’ THEN you can say something like “Oh, tell me about that.” 

  
8. NOTE  ON VOICE RECORDERS:  There used to be some debate on their use – 

now there isn’t.  If you can, use them.  Just check the batteries and get permission. 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Observation and Descriptive Writing instructions 
 

BY JAN SHAW 
 

First You Have to See 
 
The idea is to put the reader at the scene through your eyes and your words.  To do this, 
you must really look at the scene and the people. Look closely, almost as if you were 
doing a painting.  A glance isn’t good enough.  Write out what you see.  Smells can also 
be described as well as sounds, if they are pertinent to the story. 
 
In writing what they see, many novice reporters have trouble differentiating between their 
personal conclusions or opinions and fact-based description. 
 
The problem often centers on using the first and second person and using words that have 
no meaning for readers but a lot of meaning to the reporter. Novices will also likely want 
to comment.  Don’t. 
 
Instead, focus on the specifics of what you actually see. 
 
For example, you are covering a big nighttime fire.  You look at the scene and you think 
to yourself, ‘This is awful.’  Note that there is no information in that conclusion for the 
reader.  It’s only your reaction so keep it out of your story.  Your job is to describe the 
scene so that readers come to their own conclusions. 
 
Or, you might think, ‘This is chaotic.’  Chaotic is a good descriptive word but it’s also a 
conclusion of what the scene looks like based on your observations.  Again, the reader 
can’t see anything. 
 
So back yourself up.  What did you see or are you seeing that led to that conclusion?  
That’s where the details come in, details that let readers see what you see.   
 
Example, continued.  At the fire scene, the details that led you to the word ‘chaotic’ could 
include:   

• Flames shooting into the air from the windows and the rooftop 
• Three buildings burning, all of them five stories high 
• Hundreds of fire hoses strewn around the scene  
• Residents in their night clothes huddled on corners 
• 40 or 50 firefighters sweating and swearing  
• Fire trucks parked at all angles blocking the streets 
• Lights of fire trucks, police cars and ambulances flashing and throwing a 

counterpoint light to the yellow, black, red and orange flames and smoke   
• Small groups of police officers trying to keep back spectators 

 
Be aware that almost any physical description can contain elements that may be accurate 
but unhelpful to the reader. 



 
For example:  “A long line of students.”  It’s accurate, but not very informative.  Better to 
say, “a line of 45 students ….”  That way, the reader isn’t imagining a long line to mean 
2,000 students. 
 
Or, a “crowded room.”  Accurate but, again, not helpful.  ‘The auditorium was crowded 
with 7,500 people filling every seat.’  ‘The classroom was crowded with 50 students for 
only 30 seats.’  ‘There were 25,000 people in the stadium stands but there were 60,000 
seats.’ 
 
Specifics – precise specifics – are informative and FAR MORE POWERFUL. 
 
The same goes for descriptions of people.  Don’t generalize – be specific.  Describe to the 
reader what you saw that led you to your conclusion.  Let the readers draw their own 
conclusions.   
 
AGAIN, LET THE READERS DRAW THEIR OWN CONCLUSIONS.  DON’T DO IT 

FOR THEM. 
 

Words such as ‘pretty, proud, handsome, fun, happy, sad, etc.’ have no information in 
them and only mean something to you – not anyone reading them. 
 
Again.  Pay attention to your own conclusions.  Then ask yourself, ‘What am I seeing 
that led me to that conclusion?’  And that’s what you write down – not the conclusion.   
  
So description and observation assignments in this class must comprise real details and 
actions and ABSOLUTELY NO FIRST OR SECOND PERSON.  No ‘I saw’ or ‘you will 
see.’  
 
NO conclusions.  By that I mean, again, no shorthand descriptions that you understand 
but your readers don’t. 
 
Another example of a conclusion:  Look at the floor. 
 
Is it boring?  You might think so.  But in reporting, the reporter will never say ‘boring’ 
because that is a conclusion.  It’s a quick reference and judgment on what you are seeing 
but only YOU know what you’re referring to.  There is no information for the reader.   
 
So, describe it.  Is it wood (or metal or linoleum or vinyl or tile)?  What color?  Is it 
polished?  Not polished?  Scuffs?  Spotless?  Dirt streaks?  Tire marks?  Shoe marks? 
 
Then there are Smells.  Smells are tough to describe.  But do the best you can.  Usually 
the specifics will have to carry you.  Pineapple has a smell.  Frying hamburgers have a 
smell.  Air fresheners have a smell.  Just be as specific as you can and you do that by 
paying attention, by concentrating on what you are seeing or smelling or hearing. 
 



Air is another tough one.  You can say it’s stuffy or hot or icy or whatever it is.  If it isn’t 
anything, leave it out.   
 
Same with sounds.  You listen.  Be specific.  Saying it’s “noisy” just isn’t clear enough.  
What are you hearing?  A conversation?  Background noises of what?  Dishes clanking?  
Really listen and then describe if for your readers. 
 
Visuals:  What are you seeing?  Be specific.  Draw the readers a word picture.  Don’t say 
“colorful.”  Again, you know what that means but the reader doesn’t.  What did you see 
that led you to that conclusion?  THAT’s what you show the reader.   
 
You’ll hear the word “SHOW” in most writing classes:  “Show, don’t tell.” You “show” 
with specifics.  “Telling” is when you start using conclusions that have no information in 
them for the readers.  You and you alone will know whereof you speak. 
 
With the right writing, readers have an idea of what you are seeing, and you are letting 
them come to their own conclusions.  You can immerse them in a scene.  Your words 
bring it alive and make it real for your readers.   
 
And that’s what you will do in the observation assignment – describe. 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  
      

     
 
  

Who, What, When, Where, Why, How 
______________________________ 

The Inverted Pyramid Structure 
Summary Lead and Information in Descending Order of Importance 

Next most important information 
___________________________

_________________ 
 Next most important 

information 
_____________ 

Next most… 
_______ 

 

 
 

Next most… 
 
 
 
      Stop  
    Writing 



Basic Inverted Pyramid Story Template 

BY JAN SHAW 

 
DESCENDING ORDER OF IMPORTANCE: 

1.  Story lead:  Who, What, When, Where, Why, How (How might not apply in this story.)  
Lead length:  30 words or less.  Double spaced and indented.  Use past tense. 

2.  Second paragraph:  quote from someone that relates to and supports the lead. Double 
spaced and indented. Must have full name or can’t use.  Include major and year in school. 

3. Third paragraph:  One sentence, expanding the lead. Double spaced and indented.  
Needs a source. 

4.  Fourth paragraph:  A description maybe of security, if applicable.  One sentence, 
double-spaced, indented.  The description may take two paragraphs.  If no description is 
applicable, add more sourced information or a quote here. 

5.  Fifth paragraph:  More information, one sentence.  Put your source at the end of the 
sentence. ( , according to ______.)  Double spaced and indented.  

6.  Sixth paragraph.  More information, sourced. Double spaced and indented. 

7.  Seventh paragraph:  A quote from a different person. Double spaced and indented.   

8.  Eighth paragraph:  More information, one sentence, sourced at end of sentence and 
indented.    

9.  Another quote.  

10.  Continue to weave together facts, interviews and observations following this basic 
order and format.  Feel free to add more facts or more quotes than is called for here – just 
stick to the rules. 

Follow this format for up to 600 words or until you run out of information.  When you 
run out of information, stop writing.  If that bothers you too much, end with a quote if, 
and only if, it fits smoothly into the story. 

If you don’t have enough information, go back and do more interviewing and/or reporting.  
PUT WORD COUNT UNDER YOUR NAME.   

Remember – descending order of importance. 

 



Quotation Instructions 

BY JAN SHAW  

Indirect quotations are usually used throughout a story to let readers know who is saying 
way and to let people speak and make their own points or to impart information – but 
when direct quotations are used, use only the lively or interesting ones.  Don’t use direct 
quotations to impart basic information. 
 
I.  Using Quotes: 
 
It boils down to this:  To use direct quotation marks, the quote must be EXACTLY what 
the person said.  
 
Close or almost??  No.  Use a partial quote or paraphrase the quote if it’s not exact.  
 
Exact:  “We have a real problem with the financing of the new arena,” said Patricia 
Nguyen, who is heading up fundraising. 
 
Partial quote:  Head fundraiser Patricia Nguyen said there’s a “real problem” with the 
new arena’s financing. 
 
Paraphrase:  Financing troubles have surfaced at the new arena, said Patricia Nguyen, the 
chief fundraiser. 
 
 

DON’T EVER CHANGE THE MEANING OF A QUOTE. 
 

DON’T EVER LET YOUR EDITORS  
CHANGE THE MEANING OF A QUOTE IN YOUR STORY. 

 
BE PREPARED TO FIGHT FOR THIS –  

YOUR INTEGRITY AND REPUTATION ARE AT STAKE. 

II. Punctuating quotes:  
• Use ‘said’ 
• Commas and periods at the ends of quotes go inside, to the left, of the closing 

quote marks.  “It’s hot,” said Darlene Lee, a sophomore pre-nursing major.  
• Place the ‘said’ after the name in attributions that are three words or less. (Freitas 

said)   
• Place the ‘said’ in front of the name when it’s more than three words. (said 

Donald Perez, a computer major.) 
• When the speaker is still talking but the writer is using a new paragraph with no 

other words to break up the quote, the closing direct quote mark is left out.  
The following are correctly punctuated: 



 
“It looks as if it’s going to rain today,” said Danny Freitas, a computer major.  “The 
drought is over.” 
 
Freitas, who is in his first year at SJSU, said the area “badly needed” rain. 
 
“The only problem,” Freitas continued, “is that it’s a very light rain.  It’s almost 
nothing. 
 
“I think what we really need is about two weeks of steady rain – not this drizzle.” 
 
Some punctuation rules: 

1.   Use “said.”  Don’t use anything else in this class – don’t say mentioned or 
exclaimed. 

2.  In this class, tuck that “said” at the end or the middle of the sentence unless the 
veracity of the statement is at stake or if there could be some confusion about who 
is speaking.  

• For instance, if someone says the city is going bankrupt, it makes a 
difference who is saying that.  If it’s the mayor, attribute the statement to 
the mayor at the beginning of the sentence.   

• To avoid confusion – sometimes someone else was talking in the 
preceding sentence and you don’t want readers to think the same person is 
still speaking.  

• Or you left out the name in the first reference to the person.  In news leads, 
we usually don’t use unknown names so a lead might read “The head of 
the Jefferson School district will leave that post in two weeks….”  And the 
next paragraph will start,  “Superintendent Amelia Hart, who has ……”   

• The only other general exception to putting attributions in the middle or 
the end of sentences is if the person is so prominent, he or she needs to be 
introduced to readers immediately.  

3. Next, if the actual attribution is three words or less, put the “said” AFTER the 
person’s name.  “The election is nearing,” Ray Jones said. 

4. If the attribution is longer than three words, put the “said” IN FRONT OF the 
person’s name.  “The election is nearing,” said Ray Jones, who is in charge of the 
ballots in Santa Clara County. 

5. Commas and periods go INSIDE the closing quote mark.  “The election is 
nearing,” Jones said. 

6. If a quote is a complete sentence, you capitalize the first letter even if it’s not the 
actual beginning of the sentence: Freitas said, “If we do have storms, though, I 
hope it’s not during the football game.” 

7. Give direct quotes their own paragraphs.   
8. Partial quotes:   

The football game was “just awful,” the coach said.   
The team is going to need some “tough” practices, he said. 

 
 



Starter questions for story on 
student attitudes toward crime at SJSU 

 
• Ask if they feel safe on campus.  
•   
• Ask why or why not.   
•  
• Ask for details.   
•  
• How about the blocks just off campus?  Comfortable?  Not?  
•  
• Ask for stories and anecdotes of their own or friends’  
•  
• Do you or anyone you know take precautions walking on campus?  At night?  Off 

campus?  
•   
• Have you ever seen or encountered any situations of crime?  (Really?  Where and 

what happened?  Could you tell me about it?)  (Has anyone you know?  Yes?  
Can you tell me about it?)  (And those would need to be verified before you could 
use them – no second-party sources in your story – all reporting must be original.) 

 
• So things are good for you?  You don’t worry?  Are the people you know also 

pretty comfortable? 
 
• And let the conversation go along … at some point if you are talking to a group, 

you can ask them all, “Has anyone here ever run into a dangerous situation on 
campus?  Or near campus?” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Format for Interviewing Summaries 
 
Interviewing template for the report that summarizes your interviews – use your 
original notes to write the story: 
 

1. Name of interviewee (first and last names) 
 

• Major and year in school 
• Brief summary of the person said, no more than five lines. 

 
2. Name of interviewee (first and last names) 
 

• Major and year in school 
• Brief summary of the person said, no more than five lines. 

 
3. Name of interviewee (first and last names) 
 

• Major and year in school 
• Brief summary of the person said, no more than five lines. 

 
 

Follow this format for each of your interviewees. 
 

Number of interviews requited:  14 but you can have more. 
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Session 2 
 
SESSION 2 SUMMARY:  Fuller introduction of yourself and the purpose of the class.  
Discussion of problems students encountered on the first assignments:  Writing, 
Interviewing, Observations.  Briefly break into small groups so students can see 
what others did.  Students go to the class computers for online research for facts, 
statistics and/or studies relating to their stories. 
 
1.  On the board, write out these two links: http://www.bing.com and 
http://www.google.com for use in their online research.  Under that write: 

 
1. Online search phrases: SJSU crime statistics, student attitudes toward crime at 

SJSU (and see what pops up).  Then try out your own search phrases. 
 

2. Who, What, When, Where, Why, How 
 

3. If you find an interesting new angle to a story on crime on campus, feel free to 
break out of the formatted leads. 

 
The last one is because these are advanced reporting students and may already be 
competent or nearly competent in story structure. However, I suggest you limit it to 
the lead until you have a sense of just how competent each student is or is not in 
reporting and writing. 

 
 

 
Class begins: 
 
1.  Take roll 
2.  Distribute handouts. 

• Writing tips and instructions for inverted pyramid leads (plus some more 
writing tips) 

• Leads, summary, multiple element and others – excerpts from “Writing 
Across the Media” by Kristie Bunton, Thomas B. Connery, Stacey Frank 
Kanihan, Mark Neuzil, and David Nimmer (two partial sections) 

• Proofreading marks used by instructor 
• Format for research summaries 
• Online search sites  

 
3.  Give them a broader introduction of yourself, telling them about your background 
and/or interest in journalism.  For example:  
 
“I was a reporter for 20 years and now I’ve been an instructor for 20 more.  I’m 
passionate about journalism, about teaching and about meeting professional standards in 
the practice of journalism.  That will reflect in everything we do in this class. 



 
“Our focus is on informing our readers of the truth – fact-based truth.  That is your 
obligation as journalists. Journalists play an important role in society.  We get 
information to our readers they usually can’t get on their own.  What’s more, we find out 
the truth of an event or issue to help your readers sort through the misinformation, 
exaggerations, lies and half-truths that tend to swirl around issues.  It is a big 
responsibility, and this class will begin to give you the tools to achieve that.   
 
“But much of what you do will relate to your own ability to think and analyze and 
question. A reporter has to figure out what the story IS and what the story needs so that 
readers have a broader understanding of the issue.   
 
“And is there something going on that no one knows about?  Report on it. 

  
“If you find something verifiable and interesting, go with it.   
And feel free to break out of the formatted leads if you have an interesting, solid angle. 
 
“So … today’s assignments.” 
 
5.  Have them look at the assignments as listed in the syllabus and ask if there are any 
questions. 
 
“Study your story to figure out what would make it stronger:  Certain types of facts?  
Different interviews?  Different questions?  Different angle?  Then figure out where that 
information could be found.”  (Pause)   
 
“I’m just going to take roll ….” 
 

1. Take roll. 
2. Distribute handouts. 

• Writing tips and instructions for inverted pyramid leads (plus some more 
writing tips) 

• Leads, summary, multiple element and others – excerpts from “Writing 
Across the Media” by Kristie Bunton, Thomas B. Connery, Stacey Frank 
Kanihan, Mark Neuzil, and David Nimmer.  Read the following: 

o Summary leads,  
o Multi-element leads and  
o Then pick three other leads to study 

• Proofreading marks used by instructor 
• Format for research summaries 

 
3. Briefly describe the major project.   

         “The major project is a compilation of all your written, edited and rewritten 
assignments for this class so keep them all.” 

4. Then open the class to questions and answers on the assignments from the last 
class.  (Allot about 10 minutes.) 



 
You could say something along this line: 
 
“Tell me how it went with your interviewing and story writing?  Was there anything to 
observe?  And what went well and what didn’t?”   
 
If no one raises a hand, call on students.  Address the questions raised. Be prepared to 
offer suggestions to improve their reporting.   Some questions will likely be framed along 
the line of “What do I do when ….?”  
 
Allow about 10 minutes for the question-and-answer session.  
 
Next: 

5. Break class into groups of two or three so they can read each others’ assignments.  
Go from group to group scanning the material and making suggestions both to 
individuals and to the class as a whole as common problems arise.   

6. Let them make handwritten corrections on the papers. 
7. Collect assignments. 

 
Then students use the classroom computers to research crime at SJSU by going to the 
university’s police website and, perhaps, the City of San Jose police website.  Might also 
check the university’s Office of Institutional Research and see if they have anything.  
Might also check some of the general college websites.  For those, try an online search at 
Bing.com or Google.com search – try searching “Crime at San Jose State University” or a 
similar search phrase and see what pops up.   
 
(If the university where you are located doesn’t have these kinds of statistics, talk to the 
campus police or security people or someone in authority and see what they can give you 
in terms of overview and incidents, if any.)  
 
Suggested comments: 
 
“Facts, history, statistics and recent studies can contribute context and perspective to a 
story.   
 
“For example, students might say the campus is safe or unsafe or somewhere in between.  
That’s not enough information for your readers.  You must find the crime statistics on 
campus and give them to the reader.  Get the comments of an expert or two to help with 
perspective. 
 
“OK now … 
 
“The rest of the class time will be spent at the computers. You’ll be doing online research 
for facts, history, information and statistics relating to the story. 
 



“Everyone to your computers and let’s to Bing.com – that’s http://www.bing.com, or 
google.com, that’s http://www.google.com.   
 
“If you have email, you can send the research to yourself.  But for printing out in this 
class, no more than two pages of information. 
 
“Everybody – look at me and listen.  You must use legitimate sources for facts and 
statistics.  San Jose State’s statistics are considered legitimate, as are the other 
suggestions for sites.  Watch out for bogus sites. 
 
“You have a handout to get you started.  (Hold up ‘Online sites…’ handout. 
 
“And once you’ve found some information pertinent to your story, you’ll be giving me a 
summary of what you found.  For that, follow the handout that says:  Format for Research 
Summaries.  The instructions are there. 
 
“I’ll come around to help if you get stuck or need some advice or have a question.  
Everybody, to the computers.” 
 
Students spend almost the rest of the class researching, taking notes, pasting pertinent 
information into a Word document and listening to the instructor’s suggestions as the 
instructor goes from student to student and addresses the whole class on common 
problems. If they have the time, they can begin organizing the format for summaries.  
 
Have everyone print their documents about 10 minutes before the class ends. At home, 
they will use this research to add to their first story.  Eventually it will be a roughly 700- 
to 800-word story they will turn in as part of the major project.  
 
While the students wait for the printouts, talk to them about the assignments for the next 
class, including the directions for the next step in the story.  Or answer questions.  Or 
whatever you think needs some explaining or discussion.  
 
Send the students on their way.  Hang around for a while in case students want to talk to 
you.  Use the classroom, if available, or your office or someplace where you can all sit, if 
you wish. 
 
In-depth reporting depends a lot on the critical thinking of the reporter.  The reporter has 
to figure out what the story is and what the story needs so that readers have a broader 
understanding of the issue or event.  
 
Readings: 

• Writing tips and instructions for inverted pyramid leads (plus some more 
writing tips) 

• Leads, summary, multiple element and others – excerpts from “Writing 
Across the Media” by Kristie Bunton, Thomas B. Connery, Stacey Frank 
Kanihan, Mark Neuzil, and David Nimmer.   



• Proofreading marks used by instructor 
• Format for research summaries 
• Online search sites  

Assignments due next class:   
 
1. Write up very short summaries of your research following the format for research 

summaries. 
2. Keep researching for facts, statistics and/or studies for your story.  Using the research 

format, write up a summary of your research.  Keep your more extensive notes.  
Those you’ll use for writing the story. 

3. Study your research and decide what you are going to add to your story when you get 
it back tomorrow. 

4. Study your story to figure out what would make it stronger:  Certain types of facts?  
Different interviews?  Different questions?  Then figure out where that information 
could be found.  

5. Begin to figure out how you are going to fold your research into your story.  
6. Keep interviewing students until you reach the required 14 interviews and hand in 

the summaries as you progress.  
7. Read the handouts but no summary is assigned.  However, turn in the summary from 

the first day’s readings at the next class.  
8. Write a feature lead for your story in one of the following two styles – see syllabus 

for specifics. 
 
The instructor then edits all the assignments for content, structure, adherence to the 
assignment instructions, grammar, punctuation and whatever else is relevant to each 
assignment.  The students and the assignments are dependent on the instructor returning 
all edited material back to the students at the next class period.   
 
 

HANDOUTS FOR THIS CLASS PERIOD ARE BELOW: 
• Writing tips and instructions for inverted pyramid leads (plus some more 

writing tips) 
• Leads, summary, multiple element and others – excerpts from “Writing 

Across the Media” by Kristie Bunton, Thomas B. Connery, Stacey Frank 
Kanihan, Mark Neuzil, and David Nimmer.  Students will study the summary 
lead, the multi-element lead and three leads of their choosing.  

• Proofreading marks used by instructor 
• Format for research summaries 
• Online search sites  

 
Note:  The handouts for proofreading marks and the Leads from Writing 
Across the Media are on PDFs and need to be printed from them.  There are 
prints in the binder.  The rest are below. 
 





WRITING TIPS 
 

BY JAN SHAW 
 
1.  Use the Subject-Verb sentence structure.  It’s bright, lively, uses the active voice and 
helps with clarity.  Begin the sentence with the subject followed by the verb, e.g., 
“Students gathered ….”  The word ‘students’ is the subject and ‘gathered’ is the verb.  
Getting the verb into the beginning of the sentence can also help long sentences to be 
clear.  
 
2.  Place the most important information of the sentence at the beginning of the sentence.  
The inverted pyramid style places the most important information first and you do the 
same thing, when possible, in your sentences. 
 
3.  Attributions often go at the end of a sentence.  They are required but not always 
interesting so put them last.  Again, this follows the “most important or interesting 
information first” guideline.  In most sentences, information tends to be more interesting 
than sources.  Sometimes, the source is more interesting.  If President Obama told you 
something, you might put the attribution first. 
 
4.  With difficult-to-understand information, use simple, short sentences and paragraphs 
as a way to help the reader absorb it all.   
 
5.  Use specific, precise words and stay away from generalizations.  This is a key to great 
news writing. 
 
Don’t say, “Students feel safe on campus.”  For starters, you’ve talked to maybe 12 
students and there are 26,000 of them on campus.  If you do the sweeping generalization, 
it will be considered a factual error because you have not done the research to back it up.  
You concluded on almost no information that students feel safe.  Don’t do that.  Give 
your readers the same information you uncovered and stay away from conclusions. 
 
Instead of saying,  ‘Student say they feel safe,’ you say, something like:  
 
Sophomore James Lee says he feels the campus is quite safe.  
 
The computer science major says he does, however, worry about the area surrounding 
the campus. 
 
“When it gets dark, I really don’t like walking off campus,” he said.  “It feels dangerous.” 
 
That’s specific and has the added benefit of being true as opposed to ‘students feel safe.’ 
 
6.  Use words that are information heavy.  Inexperienced writers use words such as 
“happy” or “proud” or “dull” or “stylish.”  Those words are the conclusion of the writer, 
not a description.  YOU know what those words mean to you but your readers don’t.  



Again, be specific and don’t be judgmental.  What did you see that led you to the 
conclusion that the person was happy?  Describe THAT to the reader.  “… he said, 
laughing.”  
 
Same with physical descriptions.  Don’t hand the readers your conclusions, such as 
“pretty or handsome.”  There is no information in the word “handsome” to help the 
reader understand what you mean.  So be specific instead.  No one cares if you think 
someone is happy or pretty or handsome. Describe what you saw that led you to that 
conclusion.  That helps the reader see what you saw.  Your conclusions are useless to 
them. 
 
7. Consider varying your sentence lengths as you begin to develop rhythm in your writing.  
Writers vary length for rhythm, impact and to interest their readers.  Shorter sentences are 
often clear sentences.  Long sentences that are correctly constructed can also add to a 
story but they must be CLEAR.  The key is to keep the sentences clean and uncluttered 
and to rid all sentences of unnecessary words. 
 
8. Be sparing with the use of adjectives and adverbs.  When you do use them, they must 
really add to the information.  For instance, ‘collapsed’ is a good, specific verb.  If you 
add ‘slowly collapsed’ you’ve added information that is helpful to the reader.  Adverbs 
and adjectives can add so much to your writing but they must be specific and precise.     
 
9. Rid your sentences of unnecessary words. 
 
10.  NEVER use exclamation points. 
 
11. Think of your readers.   

 
Again, in this class, there is no first person (I, me, my, we, our, etc.) in the finished story.  
The first person is not used in stories because the job of a reporter is to find fact-based 
truth, not give opinions on it.  There is plenty of room in the media for opinions, but 
generally not in professional, fact-based journalism where there are standards. 
 
The reporter and the reporter’s editor do, however, decide what stories to report, 
investigate or dig into more deeply.  After that, the content of the story is based NOT on 
what the reporter or editor thinks but on verifiable facts and research, interviews with 
people impacted by an event, knowledgeable people or experts and direct observation of 
events. 
 
Again, in direct observation, you describe what you saw/heard/smelled so that, essentially, 
you put the reader at the scene.  The reader can see it all though your words.  You leave 
out the “I” and concentrate on content in direct observation.  Reporters must keep 
themselves and their opinions out of any stories they do for this class and for news outlets 
that follow journalistic standards.  The third-person form is easily learnable. 
 



Once more:  Sometimes rumors, lies and exaggerations rule the day.  As a reporter, you 
must bring truth to the matter. 
 



Instructions for leads: Inverted pyramid 
(plus some MORE writing tips) 

 
BY JAN SHAW 

 
Beginning News Writing:  Some rules about summary leads for the inverted pyramid and 
some suggestions on writing your stories. 
 
In the inverted pyramid style, the lead (or lede) is the first paragraph of the story and 
summarizes what happened. 
 
The writer aims to answer the overriding question of “What Happened?” and is designed 
to both summarize and interest the reader in the story. 
 
Ask yourself what about the story is most interesting and fold that into your summary 
lead. 
 
The lead needs to answer the following questions in 30 words or less:  Who?  What?  
When?  Where? and sometimes “How?” and “Why.” 
 
There is no introduction in this non-academic style of writing.  You IMMEDIATELY get 
to the point.  If your readers had no more information than your lead, they would still 
know what happened from your summary of the story’s most important elements. 
 
A good lead is usually in the active voice. 
 
For the purposes of this class, do not start the story with a direct quote or a question. 
(And do not use questions as set-ups anywhere in a story.) Those types of leads can be 
used occasionally.  The problem:  It’s often not the best lead.  Instead, it’s the only lead a 
novice reporter can think of.  Once you develop your abilities to write leads, then the 
question or quote lead is simply one more way to to best start that particular the story – 
not a desperate move because the writer is drawing a blank. 
 
Don’t use the first or second person.  Use the third person. 
 
In the inverted pyramid style, don’t use names that are unfamiliar to your readers – 
replace with a descriptor.   
 
For example: 
Correct:  A bystander leapt to the aid of an injured woman today when …. 
Not Correct:  David Freitas leapt to the aid of an injured woman today when…. 
 
The reason:  What happened is most interesting.  The name is distracting.  So you name 
him in the second paragraph:  David Freitas had just left work when he spotted a car 
aimed … , he said. 



 
Sum up the facts:  Think to yourself, what would the reader find most interesting and/or 
important? 
 
If you don’t like your lead, try rearranging the order of the facts or perhaps bring up some 
other element that you were going to use in the second or third paragraph and see if you 
like that. 
 
Experiment. 
 
If worse comes to worse, live with the lead you don’t like, write your story and then go 
back to the lead.  When inspiration completely fails, just make the lead clear and accurate 
and hope the topic is enough to interest readers.  Maybe you’ll think of lively verbs and 
perfect nouns later.  Or not.  It happens.  A lot. 
 
There are many other styles of leads and structures for stories, but the summary lead is 
the basic one for news stories. 
 
Once your lead is written, try to find a good quote that supports and relates to the lead. 
 
Then the writer adds essential details that didn’t fit in the lead.  This sometimes occurs in 
the second paragraph with the quote following in the third. 
 
Then more quotes, anecdotes, details and facts all related to the story.  Don’t let yourself 
get sidetracked by something that interests you but is beside the point of the article.  
Write a different story or a sidebar to go with your main story if it’s interesting enough.   
 
In the inverted pyramid style, the writer structures the quotes, anecdotes, observations, 
facts and statistics in diminishing order of importance until the end, where the writer 
throws in the remaining information that isn’t all that important or wouldn’t fit anywhere 
else. 
 
Then you stop writing. 
 
In the inverted pyramid style, there is no need for a close.  If you feel you absolutely have 
to have a close, use a quote. 
 
The story we are doing is not a pure hard news event such as a fire, a vote, a fight, a train 
derailment.  That’s where the inverted pyramid style can really shine with its tight 
rhythms and pell-mell pace.   
 
Instead, our story is more of an issue story but written in the event style.  This is so that if 
you need more interviews, you can get them.  
 
In your writing, try to practice some basics:  Use good strong verbs, the active voice, 
vivid details and interesting quotes.  These add spark to your stories.  If your first stories 



seem lackluster or dull, don’t worry.  Writing is a craft that can be learned.  The more 
you write and think about it and read, the better you become.  Be patient with yourself.   
 
Remember:  Specifics and precision are powerful.  Generalities are not.  So try not to 
backslide into boring generalities that aren’t informative and risk being too broad to be 
true.  Overreaching for a reporter can be enormously embarrassing as well as get you 
fired.    
 
Remember:  You must always be clear.  You don’t want to confuse your readers with 
muddled writing. 
 
In trying to keep readers interested, reporters can also vary sentence lengths – short and 
punchy, long and interesting, medium and informative.  When done correctly, that is 
another tool to create rhythm in your writing, along with subject-verb sentences and 
parallel construction, which we are not going to address in this class. 
 
 



Advanced Reporting 
 

Format for Research Summaries 
 
Format for the  report summarizing your online and/or print research that is 
pertinent enough to be used in your story.  This is simply a summary for the 
instructor.  When writing your stories, use your original notes.  This does help you 
organize those notes into usable form. 
 

• Generally, use bullets for the various pieces of information you found.   
• Don’t include everything, just the facts that could actually be used in your story.   
• For the purposes of this summary, don’t use more than eight sources even though 

you might use more than that in an actual story. If you don’t have eight, list what 
you do have.  You need a minimum of three. 

 
1.  First source: Name of organization that published the information, in detail, if possible, 
underlined 
 

A. Explain legitimacy of the source in two or fewer sentences. 
B.  Name of report or a title for the information, year published, if applicable. 
C.  List facts, statistics, history, etc., you found at this site or document: 

• Fact, statistics or history: 
• Fact, statistics or history: 
• Fact, statistics or history: 

 
2.  Second source: Name of organization that published the information, in detail, if 
possible, underlined 
 

A. Explain legitimacy of the source in two or fewer sentences. 
B. Name of report or a title for the information, year published, if applicable. 
C.  List facts, statistics, history, etc., you found at this site or document: 

a. Fact, statistics or history: 
b. Fact, statistics or history: 
c. Fact, statistics or history: 

 
And repeat this format for all your sources 
 
General instructions: You must use legitimate sources for facts and statistics.  San Jose 
State’s statistics are considered legitimate, as are the other suggestions for sites. 
 
You must also write out who or what this source is – exactly – because you must inform 
your readers.  Do not use the website address – use the name of the organization and 
explain what the organization does.  If it’s an individual, use the person’s title and the 
organization he or she is with.  If it was published research, cite the year, the name of the 
publication and explain what that publication does. 
 



Advanced Reporting 
 

Online search sites for story 
 

 
Original research only: No magazines or newspapers can be used as sources 
 
I.  Sites to try to locate facts and figures on crime at SJSU: 
 

1.  The SJSU University Police Department site (known as the UPD) 
2. Try the City of San Jose police website looking just for the blocks around SJSU.  

Citywide statistics are useless for this story. 
3. You might also check the university’s Office of Institutional Research and see if 

they have anything.   
 
II.  You might also check some general college websites.  To find those, use a search 
engine.  Two often-used search engines are: 
 
       1. http://www.bing.com 
       2. http://www.google.com 

 
(If you haven’t done this before, type the address into the white line near the top of the 
page.  When they pop up, try using this search phrase, typed into the white search box: 
 

1.  ‘Crime at San Jose State University’ and see if anything useful is suggested.   
2,  You might also try ‘Crime statistics for San Jose State University.’   

 
(If you haven’t used a search before, be aware that the most relevant possibilities are 
usually on the top of the first page.) 
 
III.  After that, try your own search phrases. 
 

Basically:  THINK 
 
The reporter needs to figure out what the story IS, what the story needs so that readers 
have a broader understanding of the issue or event. 
 
Let that be your guide to searching the Internet for information that is relevant to your 
story and the angle you are taking. 
 
Ask yourself, what do they need and what do I need to do to find it? 
 

– Jan Shaw 
 



 
 
 
 

Advanced Reporting 
 

SESSION 3 
 
 

EDITED STORIES DISCUSSED, COMMON MISTAKES AND 
PROBLEMS, MORE RESEARCH 

 
 

 

 
 

PREPARED BY 
 

JAN SHAW 

 
SAN JOSE STATE UNIVERSITY 

SCHOOL OF JOURNALISM AND MASS COMMUNICATIONS 

 
 
 
 

AJEEP 
 
 



Session 3 
 
SESSION 2 SUMMARY:  Edited stories returned.  Common mistakes in reporting and 
writing discussed including grammar and punctuation.  Today in class:  More 
research online for statistics, facts and information on crime at SJSU, which is to be 
folded into story after class. The corrected and rewritten story is due tomorrow.  
Students can use a feature lead if it works with their story.  It still needs to be one 
sentence long and 30 words or less. 
 
Readings:  None required. 
 
Class begins: 
1.  Take roll 
2.  Instructor hands back edited stories and other graded assignments.   
3.  Instructor reminds students of the basic story format, which is also listed in the 
syllabus.  You can read this list aloud and then continue with suggested comments: 
 
“Stories are to be  

• “Double-spaced (pause) 
• “One sentence per paragraph (pause)  
• “Every sentence must be attributed, often at the end.  Only observations are not 

attributed. (pause) 
• No first or second person – no ‘I, me, my, mine, us, our, we, you, your.’  (pause) 
• “Remember to follow the template and put your information in descending order 

of importance with a lead that is 30 or fewer words. 
• “And read your stories aloud to check for errors.  It’s very effective.” 

 
“Ok, break into small groups.  Take a look at each others’ edited stories and quick glance 
at the research.”  (And the instructor puts them into groups of two or three – this is so 
new people will be seeing each others’ assignments and cliques don’t form.)  
 
Instructor goes from group to group making suggestions.  As issues and common 
mistakes become apparent, the instructor lectures the class on these and on how to 
improve the stories and/or research to better meet professional standards.  This should 
take about half the class but can go longer.  
 
Then students go to the classroom computers for more online research or to begin filling 
in the gaps the instructor might have noted in their stories.   
 

“Ok, everyone – to the computers.  Today you are going to fill in the gaps in your stories 
– ones you’ve found and ones the instructor has noted.  Also, keep looking for pertinent 
information for your story.” 
 

Assignments and deadlines: 



1.  Rewrite your story, staple it to the top of the edited first draft and turn both in at 
the next class.  (Your edited stories will be returned to you today.)  You will make 
corrections, add research from today’s class and add any good, new interviews to 
your story while removing weaker ones – if there are any weaker ones. This will be 
the first rewrite.  If one of your feature leads works, you can use it in place of the 
summary lead but it’s not required. 
 

Again, the idea is that you weave together your reporting elements:  Interviews, 
observations, research. (We may get an expert to talk to the class at the next session and, 
if so, that, too, will be added.)  Finish your rewrites in class at home.  Make two copies – 
one for yourself and one to hand in to the instructor.  Then, once again, students will 
email the material to themselves and bring two hard copies to the next class.  Double-
spaced, one sentence per paragraph, every sentence attributed/sourced unless it is an 
observation.  No first person.  (Quotes can be two sentences long – no more.) 
 
Remember, as a reporter, you bring critical thinking and research skills to bear as you 
ascertain what are facts and what are not, what is true and what is not.  Readers depend 
on you for truth. 
 

2. Write up a summary report of your research following the format in the handouts. 
3. If more interviews are needed, do them and get me a summary if you have not yet 

reached 14.  If you have reached 14, no need to do a summary. 
4. If more research is needed, get it done and get me the summaries. 
5. Don’t forget that you can rewrite assignments in an attempt to get more points.  

More points are not guaranteed unless there is substantial improvement.  There is 
an exception to this.  If you used the first person or made a factual error, it can’t 
be fixed for more points – or any points.  Check your work before you turn it in. 

6. Prepare questions for a pretend mini-press conference at the next class with 
a person knowledgeable about SJSU crime.  Think to yourself: 

a. What do I need or want to know to better understand the situation or event?   
b. What do my readers need or want to know?   
c. How can I succinctly phrase the question? 
d.  Essentially, you are looking for comments and overviews because experts 

know a lot and can add perspective.  Don’t use them for facts unless 
you’re desperate.  Using an expert to fill out your statistics is a mistake 
and a disservice to your readers.  Instead, you want to tap into their 
experiences and viewpoints. 

  
     The questions must be succinct – no rambling thoughts as you grope your way toward 
the question.  (And this is subject to the expert making it to class.) 
 
The instructor then edits all the assignments for content, structure, adherence to the 
assignment instructions, grammar, punctuation and whatever else is relevant to each 
assignment.  YOU MUST RETURN THEM AT THE NEXT CLASS, ESPECIALLY THE 
STORY. 
 
No handouts. 
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Session 4 
 
SESSION 4 SUMMARY: The use of experts in advanced reporting.   
 

1. Take roll. 
2. Hand back edited and graded assignments. 
3. Collect story and any other assignments that have been rewritten or are to be 

turned in. 
4. Brief introduction of guest. 

 
“Students, today we have ____________ who will answer your questions on crime, 
students and SJSU.  I want you to use his/her expertise to add an overview, to add 
perspective for your readers – to give them context. 
Instructor collects stories and summaries and speaks briefly about how experts fit into a 
story:  
 
“Get our your prepared questions but be prepared to use our guest’s answers as a pointer 
to a new question. 
 
“He/she will call on you after you raise your hand.  If no one raises a hand, the instructor 
will call on you.  Those without prepared questions must leave the class for the day.  
Everyone have their questions?  Hold them up?  Good. 
 
Ask the guest if he or she has a prepared statement – you will have asked him/her in 
advance to prepare a very brief one – just a few minutes, maybe about his or background 
and a little something about the topic.   
 
Then the questioning commences.  If no one raises a hand, call on individuals.  If the 
questions are rambling, simply cut in and say, “And the question is?” to prod the student 
into asking the question.  If there doesn’t seem to be a question, move on to the next 
student. 
 
If it’s turning into a disaster, quietly start inserting your own questions.  Inexperienced 
student reporters often go mute at their first press conference, even a fake one. 
 
Then, when the questions and the speaker are finished, thank the speaker and walk him or 
her out to the hallway. 
 
Come back in and instruct the students to immediately review their notes and fill them in 
a bit while their memories are fresh. Then, if there is time, students will go to the 
computers and write up their notes, print them out and/or email them to themselves.  
These notes will be used in writing the final story that is due at the last class, Session 6. 
 
 
 
 



 
Assignments and deadlines as listed in the syllabus:  
 
   1. Finish typing up or writing out all of your expert interview notes, Fold the pertinent 
ones into your story.  Save them – they will be part of the final project you turn in.   
 
    2.  Get out a copy of your story and read it aloud.  Many errors you may have 
missed can be found using this technique.  The story is far enough long that this 
process should be quite helpful.  Make corrections.  Email it to yourself or put it onto a 
flash drive in case your computer crashes. The final story is due at the last class. 
 
3.  A half-page summary of handout readings:  Observations and Descriptive Writing – 
read very carefully.   
 
 
Instructor edits the stories and any other assignments and returns them at the next class. 
 
 
 
HANDOUT: 
 
Observations and Descriptive Writing – located on next page 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Advanced Reporting 
 

Observation and Descriptive Writing instructions 
 

BY JAN SHAW 
 

First You Have to See 
 
The idea is to put the reader at the scene through your eyes and your words.  To do this, 
you must really look at the scene and the people. Look closely, almost as if you were 
doing a painting.  A glance isn’t good enough.  Write out what you see.  Smells can also 
be described as well as sounds, if they are pertinent to the story. 
 
In writing what they see, many novice reporters have trouble differentiating between their 
personal conclusions or opinions and fact-based description. 
 
The problem often centers on using the first and second person and using words that have 
no meaning for readers but a lot of meaning to the reporter. Novices will also likely want 
to comment.  Don’t. 
 
Instead, focus on the specifics of what you actually see. 
 
For example, you are covering a big nighttime fire.  You look at the scene and you think 
to yourself, ‘This is awful.’  Note that there is no information in that conclusion for the 
reader.  It’s only your reaction so keep it out of your story.  Your job is to describe the 
scene so that readers come to their own conclusions. 
 
Or, you might think, ‘This is chaotic.’  Chaotic is a good descriptive word but it’s also a 
conclusion of what the scene looks like based on your observations.  Again, the reader 
can’t see anything. 
 
So back yourself up.  What did you see or are you seeing that led to that conclusion?  
That’s where the details come in, details that let readers see what you see.   
 
Example, continued.  At the fire scene, the details that led you to the word ‘chaotic’ could 
include:   

• Flames shooting into the air from the windows and the rooftop 
• Three buildings burning, all of them five stories high 
• Hundreds of fire hoses strewn around the scene  
• Residents in their night clothes huddled on corners 
• 40 or 50 firefighters sweating and swearing  
• Fire trucks parked at all angles blocking the streets 
• Lights of fire trucks, police cars and ambulances flashing and throwing a 

counterpoint light to the yellow, black, red and orange flames and smoke   
• Small groups of police officers trying to keep back spectators 



 
Be aware that almost any physical description can contain elements that may be accurate 
but unhelpful to the reader. 
 
For example:  “A long line of students.”  It’s accurate, but not very informative.  Better to 
say, “a line of 45 students ….”  That way, the reader isn’t imagining a long line to mean 
2,000 students. 
 
Or, a “crowded room.”  Accurate but, again, not helpful.  ‘The auditorium was crowded 
with 7,500 people filling every seat.’  ‘The classroom was crowded with 50 students for 
only 30 seats.’  ‘There were 25,000 people in the stadium stands but there were 60,000 
seats.’ 
 
Specifics – precise specifics – are informative and FAR MORE POWERFUL. 
 
The same goes for descriptions of people.  Don’t generalize – be specific.  Describe to the 
reader what you saw that led you to your conclusion.  Let the readers draw their own 
conclusions.   
 
AGAIN, LET THE READERS DRAW THEIR OWN CONCLUSIONS.  DON’T DO IT 

FOR THEM. 
 

Words such as ‘pretty, proud, handsome, fun, happy, sad, etc.’ have no information in 
them and only mean something to you – not anyone reading them. 
 
Again.  Pay attention to your own conclusions.  Then ask yourself, ‘What am I seeing 
that led me to that conclusion?’  And that’s what you write down – not the conclusion.   
  
So description and observation assignments in this class must comprise real details and 
actions and ABSOLUTELY NO FIRST OR SECOND PERSON.  No ‘I saw’ or ‘you will 
see.’  
 
NO conclusions.  By that I mean, again, no shorthand descriptions that you understand 
but your readers don’t. 
 
Another example of a conclusion:  Look at the floor. 
 
Is it boring?  You might think so.  But in reporting, the reporter will never say ‘boring’ 
because that is a conclusion.  It’s a quick reference and judgment on what you are seeing 
but only YOU know what you’re referring to.  There is no information for the reader.   
 
So, describe it.  Is it wood (or metal or linoleum or vinyl or tile)?  What color?  Is it 
polished?  Not polished?  Scuffs?  Spotless?  Dirt streaks?  Tire marks?  Shoe marks? 
 
Then there are Smells.  Smells are tough to describe.  But do the best you can.  Usually 
the specifics will have to carry you.  Pineapple has a smell.  Frying hamburgers have a 



smell.  Air fresheners have a smell.  Just be as specific as you can and you do that by 
paying attention, by concentrating on what you are seeing or smelling or hearing. 
 
Air is another tough one.  You can say it’s stuffy or hot or icy or whatever it is.  If it isn’t 
anything, leave it out.   
 
Same with sounds.  You listen.  Be specific.  Saying it’s “noisy” just isn’t clear enough.  
What are you hearing?  A conversation?  Background noises of what?  Dishes clanking?  
Really listen and then describe if for your readers. 
 
Visuals:  What are you seeing?  Be specific.  Draw the readers a word picture.  Don’t say 
“colorful.”  Again, you know what that means but the reader doesn’t.  What did you see 
that led you to that conclusion?  THAT’s what you show the reader.   
 
You’ll hear the word “SHOW” in most writing classes:  “Show, don’t tell.” You “show” 
with specifics.  “Telling” is when you start using conclusions that have no information in 
them for the readers.  You and you alone will know whereof you speak. 
 
With the right writing, readers have an idea of what you are seeing, and you are letting 
them come to their own conclusions.  You can immerse them in a scene.  Your words 
bring it alive and make it real for your readers.   
 
And that’s what you will do in the observation assignment – describe. 
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Session 5 
 
SESSION 5 SUMMARY:  Observations and descriptive writing exercise.  You will take 
the students to an event where they can sit down or over to the cafeteria.  
    
Handouts:  Major project instructions and story checklist. 
 
Class begins: 
 

1. Take roll. 
2. Hand back assignments and the edited stories for their final rewrites. 
3. Collect the half-page summary of the Observation and Descriptive Writing 

handout.  Any other rewritten assignments won’t be collected today but will be 
handed in as part of the final project due at the next class. 

4. Discuss the major project instructions, basically going over the handout. 
5. Introduce today’s out-of-class assignment and tell them they won’t be coming 

back to the classroom so they are to take everything with them. 
 
Suggested comment: 
 
Suggested introduction:  First You Have to See 
“The third leg of good reporting is direct observation. 
“You must really look at a scene and the people. Look closely, almost as if you were 
doing a painting.  A glance isn’t good enough.   
 
“Start writing down the details:  Third person descriptions of what you see, smell and 
hear.  Don’t use the first or second person – no ‘I, me, my, our, we, us, you, your.’ 
  
“In writing what they see, many novice reporters have trouble differentiating between 
their personal conclusions or opinions and fact-based description. 
 
“The problem often centers on using the first and second person and using words that 
have no meaning for readers but a lot of meaning to the reporter. Novices will also likely 
want to comment.  No comments. 
 
“Instead, focus on the specifics of what you actually see. 
 
“For example, you are covering a big nighttime fire.  You look at the scene and you think 
to yourself, ‘This is awful.’  Note that there is no information in that conclusion for the 
reader.  It’s only your reactions so keep it out of your story.  Your job is to describe the 
scene so that readers come to their own conclusions, not yours. 
 
“Or, you might think, ‘This is chaotic.’  Chaotic is a good descriptive word but it’s also a 
conclusion of what the scene looks like based on your observations.   
 



“So back yourself up.  What did you see that led to that conclusion?  That’s where the 
details come in, details that let readers see what you see.   
 
“At the fire scene, the details that led you to the word ‘chaotic’ could include:   

• Flames shooting into the air from the windows and the rooftop 

• Three buildings burning, all of them five stories high 

• Hundreds of fire hoses strewn around the scene  

• Residents in their night clothes huddled on corners 

 

If this is taking too long, stop here and take them out to the event or to cafeteria.  If time 

is OK, continue. 

 

• 40 or 50 firefighters sweating and swearing  

• Fire trucks parked at all angles blocking the streets 

• Lights of fire trucks, police cars and ambulances flashing and throwing 

counterpoint lights on the yellow, black, red and orange flames and smoke   

• Small groups of police officers trying to keep back spectators 

 
“Almost any physical description can contain elements that are accurate but unhelpful to 
the reader. 
 
“For example:  “A long line of students.”  It’s accurate, but not very informative.  Better 
to say, “a line of 45 students ….”  That way, the reader isn’t imagining a long line to 
mean 2,000 students. 
 
“Or, a “crowded room.”  Accurate but, again, not helpful.  ‘The auditorium was crowded 
with 7,500 people filling every seat.’  ‘The classroom was crowded with 50 students for 
only 30 seats.’   
 
“Specifics – precise specifics – are more informative and FAR MORE POWERFUL. 
 
“The same goes for descriptions of people.  Don’t generalize – be specific.  Describe to 
the reader what you saw that led you to your conclusion.  Let the readers draw their own 
conclusions.   
 

“AGAIN, LET THE READERS DRAW THEIR OWN CONCLUSIONS.   
DON’T DO IT FOR THEM. 

 



If this is taking too long, stop here and take them out to the event or to cafeteria.  If time 
is OK, continue. 

 
 

“Words such as ‘pretty, proud, handsome, fun, happy, sad, etc.’ have no information in 
them and only mean something to you – not anyone reading them. 
 
“Again.  Pay attention to your own conclusions.  Then ask yourself, ‘What am I seeing 
that led me to that conclusion?’  And that’s what you write down – not the conclusion.   
  
“So today’s descriptions have to be of real details and actions. 
 
“I’ve put these comments into your syllabus.  Take a look at them to refresh your 
memory as you are undertaking today’s assignment.” 
 
 
Have them gather up all their things.  They will not be returning to class that day. 

 
“Today we will go to the cafeteria (or some event) as an exercise in observation and 
descriptive writing.  It’s due tomorrow as part of your final report. 
 
“Read the instructions in your syllabus. 
 
 
Assignments and deadline:   
 

• Finish major project and bring to next class.  Be on time. 
• Complete descriptive writing and turn in at next class as part of the major project. 
• Finish the final story and turn in as part of the major project. 
• Assemble the final major project and bring it all to next class.   
• Be on time. 

 
a. The final project consists of everything you have written and rewritten in 

this class.   
 

b. Staple the most current rewrite on top of the earlier, edited versions.  Then 
assemble the stapled and other documents.   

 
c. Put it all in a file with your final story first.  If you want your final project 

mailed back to you, write your address on the cover page and on the file. 
 

d. Then put an index on top of the story so that I know the order of the 
assignments as you’ve arranged them. 

 



e. Then put a cover page on top of that with your name, the name of the class, 
the date and, if you want it returned to you, a mailing address. 

 
f. The quality of the final assignments will be graded on adherence to 

professional journalism standards.  See ‘grades and assignments’ for 
specifics. 

 
HANDOUTS:  Major Project Instructions and A Partial Checklist for News Stories 
 
 

Advanced Reporting 
Major Project Instructions 

 
Editing and rewriting: 
 

1. See if any pertinent information is missing in your summaries and reports, find 
said information if possible and add it in for final corrections or rewrites.  If the 
corrections or additions are small, just handwrite them.  If they are not small, 
rewrite and, if you have a computer, reprint. 

 
2. Go through your writing and see if you can edit for clarity or wordiness or just a 

better sentence structure. 
 
3. See if there are any edits you overlooked.  If so, fix as per the edit.  
 
4. If there is anything in your story or assignments that you don’t understand or 

don’t like, mention it to the instructor during this class. 
 

5. If you have time, work on improving your stories but remember that this is a 
reporting class and the grade is weighted toward the reporting assignments. 

 
6. Once you’ve finished and repaired the assignments, you need to assemble it all in 

a folder. 
 

Assembly: 
 
The final project should be neat, tidy, legible, well organized and reflect professional 
journalism standards.  In a folder, you will compile all your graded, edited and rewritten 
assignments:   

• For beginning reporting, that includes all summaries, research reports 
original and rewritten, observation, and a story. 

• If you have updated, improved, or rewritten assignments, staple them on 
top of the original, edited pieces and put them in the file.  

• Put the stapled (or not stapled) reports and summaries in chronological 
order and put the story last.  

• INCLUDE AN INDEX 



• Include your name and address so instructor can mail your final projects to 
you. 

 
1.  The folders are due at the last class session. 
 
2.  Be on time. 
  
 

A Partial Checklist for News Stories 
 
STORY: 

• Is accurate, clear and complete with all facts checked and verified 

• Includes interviews with people likely to be affected by the topic of the story 

• Uses specific examples and anecdotes 

• Uses active voice 

 
LEADS: 

• 30 words or less  

• One sentence that emphasizes the most important of the 5 Ws and the H 

• Interesting information 

• Avoids unfamiliar names 

• Contains a strong, precise verb 

 
BODY: 

• In this class, the lead is followed by a direct quote in the second paragraph that 

directly relates to and supports the lead – a continuation of the lead in many 

respects 

• Sentences generally begin with the subject followed by good specific verbs 

• Interesting direct and indirect quotations are sprinkled through the story 

• Includes students, observations and research 

• All facts and statements are sourced/attributed except direct observations 

• Descriptions are clear and relate to the story 
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Session 6 
 

SESSION 6 SUMMARY:  Instructor reviews basics of advanced reporting. 
Students discuss the class with an eye to improvements. 
 
Have students go to http://pocketjourno.com.  It’s a website that is very handy 
when a reporter is starting an event story and needs some reminders about 
what to do.   You can also access it via a tablet or phone.  
HANDOUTS:  None 
Class begins. 

• Take roll   
• Briefly meet in small groups to review final stories/projects.  Students can 

make last minute, handwritten corrections. 
• Hand in final stories/projects.  
• Write  http://pocketjourno.com on the board.  Have students go to the 

computers and VERY BRIEFLY pull up the website so that they are 
familiar with it. 

• Instructor reviews main points of advanced reporting:  Truth, ethics and 
getting the story right. 

 

Suggested comment: 
 

“As reporters, you can bring depth and breadth to your stories by using 
thorough interviewing, talking to experts, digging deeply into facts, statistics 
and history, and finding the human element in it all.  
 

“The key is verification of all details so that you GET THE STORY RIGHT.   
 

“You don’t pass on half-truths, exaggerations and outright lies as the whole 
truth.  You owe your readers the truth and nothing but the truth.  
 
“You need to realize that ethics are bound up in practically every decision a 
journalist makes.  The stories you cover.  The way you cover them.  The way 
you handle sources.  The honest or dishonest way in which you approach 
people.   
 
“For instance, when you are dealing with experienced officialdom, they know 
the ropes of off-the-record and on-the-record and deep background.   
 
“When you are dealing with the general public, they don’t.  You ask them 
questions and unless a camera is trained on them, they often don’t realize that 
you are actually going to put their names and thoughts into a story for 
everyone to see. 
 



“SO YOU MUST MAKE IT CLEAR.  YOU MUST NOT TAKE 
ADVANTAGE OF THEIR NAIVETE.  You need to protect them, especially if 
there is danger associated with the story or a chance they could get in trouble 
or lose their jobs.   
 
“On a less high plane, if word gets around that you don’t protect your sources, 
no one will talk to you and other journalists will think you’re pond scum.   
 
“Do you go off the record?  It depends.  Is someone in danger?  Are you just 
trying to get a sense of the story and don’t need them on the record?  And how 
do you protect your source?   
 
”And ask yourself – always – did I get the story right?  Should I make more 
calls, do more digging so that readers have a better picture and I am a better 
journalist?” 

  

 
  

NEXT: 
 
Then the instructor goes over the class point by point, assignment by assignment, 
asking what worked and what didn’t.  What was useful and what was not? 
 

Go through each assignments and ask for individual comments and a general class 
sense of that assignments usefulness.  If no one comments, call on people. 
 

Ask if there is a way it could be improved.  Explain that the assignments can change 
based on their feedback and, for the next round of students, do they have any 
suggestions?  Use that feedback to improve the class.  
 
Then talk to them about your sense of the class – your thoughts and impressions, 
giving them feedback and suggestions. 
 
And make sure they give you a mailing address if they want their final projects 
mailed back. 
 
 

Then it’s time to say goodbye. 



Journalism Jargon 
 
Attribution – Citing the source of information. 
 
Background – This is used when a source does not want to be identified but wants the 
reporter to more details about a story.  The reporter can use the information but not the 
source’s name. 
 
Off the record - Information that must not be disclosed. 
 
Byline – the writer’s name at the top of the story under the headline. 
 
Quote, direct – A person’s or a document’s exact words with quotation marks around 
them.  
 
Quote, indirect – No quote marks because it’s not exactly what was said.  The reporter 
paraphrases. 
 
Lead (or lede) – In a news story, it’s the first sentence with a summary of the most 
important facts, usually 30 words or less.  In a feature, the lead is also at the top of the 
story but it’s not a summary.  Instead it is an anecdote or a description or something that 
hints at or draws the reader into the story. 
 
Graph – Short for paragraph.  Can also be a chart. 
 
Breaking news - Surprise events requiring immediate attention and the reordering of the 
what was going to go on the front page.  What is known also is immediately posted on 
the publication’s website. 
 
Nut graf or graph - Paragraph fairly high up in the story that indicates the impact of the 
story or clearly states the point of the story.  Often journalists often say this is the 
paragraph that tells readers why they should care about the story. 
  
Draft – A reporter’s first version of a story before it’s been edited or rewritten. 
 
Caption/cutline – This is the information printed underneath a photograph or other visual 
element that identifies what is happening and identifies the people in the photo.  The 
photographer’s or designer’s name is included.  
 
Header - a special indicator that the story is part of a larger series 
 
FYI – Stands ‘for your information.’ 
 
Infographic - a designed illustration that accompanies the story and gives information in a 
visual way. This can include charts, graphs and other similar things. 
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