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Preface

Today, it would be hard to imagine life in the United States without Na-
tional Public Radio. It is not an exaggeration to say that America’s understanding
of itself and the world would be significantly diminished. Of course, commercial
broadcasting, both television and radio, also provides information and entertain-
ment every day. Some of it is highly laudable. But nowhere else in American
broadcasting is there as much high-quality journalism provided for no other rea-
son than the well-being and education of the intelligent listener. Instead of deliv-
ering a mass audience of consumers to advertisers, NPR’s purpose is to speak to
citizens of a democracy, providing information that a free society cannot live
without. That is the “big idea” behind NPR. Sound Reporting: The National Public
Radio Guide to Radio Journalism and Production is the map with the details we use
to get there.

When Frank Mankiewicz, then president of NPR, wrote a preface for the
first version of this book (called Telling the Story) in the early 1980s, he rejoiced in
the fact that radio in America was surprisingly alive and flourishing. He gave
credit to National Public Radio for this “second age’ of radio and modestly pre-
dicted that quality radio journalism would continue to attract a new generation
of listeners, as well as a hardy breed of radio journalists. He was right on both
counts.

In 1981, National Public Radio was made up of 270 noncommercial stations
and counted a weekly audience of about 7 million people. Today, there are al-
most 450 NPR stations around the country, and the weekly audience has grown
to more than 13.7 million people. The audience tuning in just to hear NPR news
programs has tripled during the past 10 years, from 3 million to more than 9
million people. And not coincidentally, the number of NPR news programs has
also increased. A decade ago, there were only ALL THINGS CONSIDERED and
MORNING EDITION. Today, with WEEKEND EDITION on Saturday and Sunday
mornings, a national weekday call-in program called TALK OF THE NATION, and
newscasts nearly 24 hours a day, there are live news programs seven days a
week—mornings and evenings.

This growth has required more reporters, editors, and news bureaus. In
1981, NPR had just one foreign bureau—in London. Now there are a dozen re-
porters abroad, from Moscow to Hong Kong, Southern Africa to South America.
Domestically, in addition to major NPR bureaus in New York, Chicago, and Los

vii
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Angeles, there are half a dozen other cities with NPR reporters. In many other
locations NPR member stations have strong news operations. Altogether, a staff
of more than 160 professional journalists write, edit, and produce NPR’s distjnc-
tive brand of radio journalism.

Finances are always tight in public radio, but this evolution over time|has
meant that, in general, NPR is now likely to have its own reporters on the sgene
at important news events. They were present, for example, to witness the fajll of
the Berlin Wall, the war in the Persian Gulf, and the death of Communism in the
Soviet Union. Instead of interviewing reporters from other news organizatiorjs—a
staple of the early years of NPR—NPR programs now rely on our own repgrters
to provide stories and documentaries. Indeed, NPR reporters now regularly| find
themselves interviewed by other networks.

Despite such changes, what remains as true today as when the networlk first
went on the air in May 1971, is the NPR emphasis on high-quality radio joyrnal-
ism. It was Bill Siemering, the first producer of ALL THINGS CONSIDERED,
who spelled out four guiding principles more than 20 years ago. The NPR staff
knows these by heart, and it is worthwhile to repeat them here. From the begin-
ning, Siemering emphasized:

* Excellent writing: using crisp, clear, memorable language.

* Imaginative production: exploiting the advantages of sound to the fullpst ex-
tent possible.

* Authentic approach: getting out of the studio as much as possible to hear real
people speaking, while respectfully celebrating the human experience in all its
diversity.

* Conversational style: making programs accessible through normal |voices,
comfortably earnest and honest.

Today’s audience still hears news and features in which accuracy fand in-
depth analysis are constants, but also where natural sound ambience brings sto-
ries alive in carefully produced reports that combine fine writing with
imaginative tape editing. Such sound portraits and fully mixed, or pyoduced,
pieces have always been NPR’s hallmark, providing reports of a style 3nd con-
tent heard nowhere else.

That NPR sets a high standard for quality journalism was confirmed in a
survey by the Times Mirror Center for the People and the Press. In a nationwide
poll of business leaders, educators, government officials, and journdlists, the
Times Mirror Center found that of all media, National Public Radio has had the
single most positive influence on American journalism. That survey was publish-
ed in November 1989, but there is every indication that NPR’s stature/ has only
grown since then. Increasingly, NPR is becoming the broadcast of record—the
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place where people turn for accurate, understandable information vital to a de-
mocratic society.

So, welcome to the world of radio journalism where the mission is to inform
the audience at the highest level of understanding—and where not everyone
wants to be on television. Sound Reporting: The National Public Radio Guide to Radio
Journalism and Production contains practical tips, personal insights, and fundamen-
tal policies that underpin this unique brand of American broadcasting. Its
authors are the best in our business; all are current or former NPR staff members,
and their advice comes from their own hard-won experience. In my own case,
working as a reporter for NPR was the single most difficult, demanding, and en-
joyable job 1 ever had—and that has never changed. As Robert Krulwich said
during my first week on the job in 1978, “The work doesn’t get any easier over
time, but it does get better.”

This book is dedicated to that idea. Nothing worthwhile comes easily, but
hard work and steady improvement go hand in hand. Few other news organiza-
tions do what NPR does. To do our job, we need more skilled and dedicated
journalists willing to engage in the fine art of radio journalism. I hope Sound Re-
porting will guide you in that direction.

William E. Buzenberg

Vice President, News and Information
Washington, D.C.

April, 1992



Introduction

by Marcus D. Rosenbaum and John Dinges

How does an upstart radio network on a shoestring budget metamorphose
into a respected, mainstream news organization? Simple. It produces programs
like ALL THINGS CONSIDERED, MORNING EDITION, WEEKEND EDITION, and TALK OF
THE NATION. Everyone who listens to National Public Radio knows it is unique.
This book will tell you what makes it so—its sound on the air, its approach to
the news, its rapport with its listeners. And it will teach you how NPR does it—
how we define journalism, and how we practice it. In the process we hope to
encourage you toward a career in radio journalism.

To be sure, radio journalism is a lot of work. It is more difficult than print to
produce, and it offers a lot less glamour than television. But it also can make for
the best, most compelling journalism there is.

If you decide that radio journalism is for you, there are certain skills you
must have to succeed:

* You must be an excellent journalist. This is not a medium of pretty faces—or
just of pretty voices. Nor is it only a medium of high-tech equipment and
fancy production. Radio journalism is first and foremost journalism: explaining
the world in a way that expands people’s knowledge and helps them under-
stand their surroundings. That means you need an inquisitive mind and the
ability to ferret out the truth. You need to develop good news judgment—to
decide what is important and what is not—and you need to understand what
is fair and what is balanced.

* You must be an excellent writer. Once you've learned the facts, you need to be
able to tell them to others. And radio requires the most precise, most melliflu-
ous writing of any medium.

* You must be an excellent producer. Reporting the story and writing the story
are only one part of the process. You also need to produce your story—recording
it on broadcast-quality equipment, mixing the sound at the appropriate levels,

xi
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and cutting the piece together with seamless edits. In many instances, in addik+>n
to being an excellent journalist, you also must be a skilled recording engineer.

* You must be an excellent listener. This is sometimes called having a “‘gdod
ear.” Radio is, after all, an aural medium in which you must be able to listen
to something and understand it the first time through and to distinguish ¢ne
sound from another.

This book is designed to help you learn about all of this. It is divided into
four parts.

* Part I, Defining the News, is a basic introduction to journalism in general and
reporting in particular. It opens with a chapter on ethics and then explains
story selection, reporting skills, and interviewing techniques.

* Part II, Telling the Story, begins with a discussion of the role of the editor, who
is involved in every stage of the process. It then offers a guide to writing news for
radio and concludes with a chapter on how to use your voice to tell a story.

* Part IIl, Features, offers two approaches to reporting and writing features, as op-
posed to news stories, and also contains a chapter on how to produce a featyre.

* Part IV, Recording, Tape Editing, and Production, is full of advice about the
technical side of radio journalism. There are chapters on field recording, |tape
editing, and studio production.

After Part IV is the first edition of The NPR Stylebook, which will be pub-
lished separately for internal NPR and member station use. The complete Htyle-
book consists of the three chapters presented here—on usage, grammar; and
pronunciation; editorial and production guidelines; and the law—plus an jaddi-
tional chapter on standards and ethics.

We believe this book will be helpful to anyone interested in the field of
radio journalism—students who are just entering the profession, experienced
journalists who want to try out a new medium, and practicing radio jourpalists
at NPR and at NPR member stations who want to improve their skills. Indeed,
the NPR Training Department will use the book in its workshops and other pro-
grams. For more information about NPR Training, write the department at Na-
tional Public Radio, 2025 M Street N.W., Washington, D.C. 20036.

A note on using this book: Certain words used in this book are presented
in boldface. Definitions of these words are included in the glossary.

Acknowledgements: We want to thank the authors of all the chapters |of this
book, who took time from their busy schedules to share their knowledge. Special
thanks goes to Flawn Williams, whose assistance ensured the technical a curacy
of this book; Mary Morgan, whose careful copy editing omitted many ngedless
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words; Alice Taylor, whose additional copy editing omitted many more; Karen
Kearns, who had the original idea to update Telling the Story; Bill Buzenberg,
who found the financial resources to make this publication possible; and Doug
Bennet for his overall support for this project.
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1
The Rules of the Game
John Dinges

The news programs produced by National Public Radio have a short his-
tory—the first one went on the air in 1971. From the beginning, NPR reporting
and production were intended to be carried out within the finest tradition of
American journalism, both print and broadcast. That tradition prescribes a free
press that aspires first and unconditionally to independence, nonpartisanship,
and the pursuit of truth. NPR also embraces the idea that the news media have
an explicit mission of public service and play a vital and constructive role in de-
mocratic society.

NPR’s view of itself, and its aspirations, were described in a mission state-
ment written in 1979:

Through its programming services, NPR will respect differences among peo-
ple and will celebrate the human experience as being infinitely varied by
speaking with many voices and dialects; it will reflect the joy and satisfaction
of life as well as its problems and frustrations; it will encourage individual
growth and active, constructive participation in society. National Public Radio
programs will explore, investigate, analyze, and interpret issues and ideas that
help listeners better understand themselves, their government, their institu-
tions, and their natural and social environments. As public trustee of resources
and expertise for the production, stimulation, and distribution of noncommer-
cial radio programming, NPR and its members will take advantage of the in-
herent values of the aural medium—immediacy, actuality, ubiquity, economy,
and the ability to capture and stimulate the imagination.
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In attempting to live up to these objectives, NPR strives to produce a mix fof
domestic and international coverage that uses intelligent writing, a variety |of
voices and opinions, and a relaxed, accessible style. And whatever else might|be
said about NPR journalism, NPR does it with an amazingly small budget.

Journalism at NPR

Coverage. The old joke in NPR’s earlier, even leaner years was that NPR
did the news a day late and called it analysis. No longer. With a staff of reporters
in all parts of the United States and foreign correspondents stationed around the
world, NPR can cover most major stories on location.

Nevertheless, NPR editors constantly try to avoid mistaking staged “events”
for real news. The orchestrated White House “press opportunity” may be an all
the daybooks, but it should get minimal mention from NPR if it doesn’t adyance
the story. We try to resist the temptation to give such events more coverage|than
they deserve simply because they provide a fresh sound bite.

Analysis. In addition to providing up-to-the-minute coverage, NPR usgs in-
terviews and long-form features to examine the most important questions jaised
by the news. On the eve of the president’s State of the Union message in an elec-
tion year, for example, reporters in four regions of the country explored pepple’s
questions and expectations for the country’s leadership. To track the momentous
changes in Russia after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, ALL THINGS CONSID-
ERED sent a reporter to visit and revisit the same small city to get to kngw the
people there and track how their lives were changing.

NPR analysis also includes reports that examine historical causes and back-
ground, personalities and ideologies. It is a conscious attempt to counteract the
often-heard charge that Americans forget their own past and ignore that of oth-
ers, and it is the kind of journalism that imputes a high degree of intelligence,
interest, and social awareness to its listeners.

Voices. One of the most important characteristics of NPR journalism is that
it lets people speak for themselves. Newsmakers, opinion-makers, experts, [average
citizens, the weak, and the powerful are the voices of NPR interviews. In conversa-
tion with an NPR host, each is given a full opportunity to explain, argue, |cajole—
even to bluster or whine. The style is direct but friendly. There is time for the
interviewer to probe for contradictions, for a guest to outline an elegant philoso-
phical insight, and for the listener to sense a moment of genuine emotign. Some
interviews run more than 10 minutes on the air. Most are four or five/minutes
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long. But that is still many times the length of the typical television interview.*
And in newspapers the interview format is becoming a rarity.

The extensive air time devoted to interviews is both an opportunity and a
responsibility. It provides a forum for a vastly broader spectrum of voices than is
available in any other medium. There is time and interest for the traditional and
the avant garde, the mainstream and the marginal, the comforting center and the
disquieting voices on the edge. But in stepping beyond the ordinary, NPR must
make sure that the choice of interview subjects is carefully balanced and fair.

Style. There is clearly an NPR style, recognizable to listeners and highly
valued by most of them. It distinguishes NPR from commercial radio and from
television news. Adjectives sometimes used to describe this style include unpre-
tentious, self-effacing, irreverent, iconoclastic, compassionate, culturally diverse,
relaxed, outgoing. On the same program, NPR News can alternate between ear-
nest discourse and April Fool’s jokes.

Editing. Everything that goes on the air is subject to NPR’s rigorous edito-
rial process. In most cases, at least two editors must hear and approve a piece
before it is broadcast—the reporter’s supervising desk editor and the show editor
or producer. The desk editor shares the reporter’s responsibility for the accuracy,
integrity, and fairness of a report, and therefore must pay attention to all the
details of a script as well as its overall structure. The show editor or producer
provides a more detached ear—and a final check before broadcast. Show inter-
views are conducted in the presence of an editor or producer who shares with
the host the responsibility of avoiding omissions or misrepresentations. These
editing procedures apply as well to the highly produced, long-form features that are
a staple of NPR news programs. These features offer an opportunity for
experimentation in writing and production techniques. They follow looser structural
forms and often employ less formal language. They are vehicles with which
producers and editors may strive for originality, to push the limits of radio. No
matter how original, however, features are held to the same strict stan- dards of
journalism as other NPR stories—standards that guarantee what goes on the air is
fair, balanced, thoroughly researched, and includes all elements the listener needs to
form an independent judgment about the story. In other words, advocacy reporting,
point-of-view writing, and the use of production devices or “hot tape” to slant a
piece toward a position not warranted by the facts is no more permissible in feature
production than in news writing. (Other elements of the craft of editing for radio are
discussed in Chapter 5, “The Editor.”)

*Even in interviews used as “actuality” within a reporter’s piece, the NPR rule is to allow enough
time for the expression of a concise but fully coherent thought. That usually means that an actuality
on NPR runs longer than the eight or nine seconds typical of television or commercial radio.

Y
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Ethics and Standards

Journalism in the United States has evolved over the course of many genera-
tions. A press once unabashedly at the service of particular business and polit;al
interests has been replaced by media avowing strict standards of independence
Still, each organization’s claim that it cannot be bought is a claim that must be
defended constantly and openly in day-to-day practice. Guidelines vary from?or-
ganization to organization; knowledge of what is appropriate may vary eyven
more widely from one journalist to another, particularly when an individualThas
had little formal training in a newsroom environment.

There are many books that discuss general ethical principles and their appli-
cation. The aspects included here are some of the questions that arise most dften
at NPR.

Conflict of Interest

For individual reporters, the rules are straightforward: They receive nothing
of value from those about whom they report or who are sources of information
for their reporting. Likewise, NPR does not pay for information or for access to
sources of information. There are common-sense exceptions: Sharing a meal and
picking up a check, or accepting a dinner invitation at a source’s home, are|often
essential elements of the reporting environment; the amounts involved age not
significant enough to allow even the impression of a bribe or influence p
Free transportation may be acceptable if it involves only a ride in an auto
but inappropriate if the ride is in a Lear jet. Likewise, although a reporter
not accept free lodging from someone promoting the story being cover
would question the ethics of a reporter who stayed overnight in a priest’
in a remote village where human rights violations had occurred, even tho
priest was passionately interested in the story’s getting out.

Free tickets to a movie or play, when such tickets generally are made avail-
able to the press, are acceptable if intended for use in on-air coverage and as
long as the decision to cover or not to cover such an event is not made|on the
basis of the availability of free tickets. Likewise, NPR accepts promotiona copies
of books whose authors may be interviewed. Unsolicited books and tickets are
the property of NPR—the news organization to which they were sent—not the
staff members who happen to receive them, and it is up to news manggers to
determine their disposal.

Free-lance reporters and producers are required to tell their NPR assignment edi-
tor if they have received funding or payments of any kind in relation to their assign-
ment; it is also the responsibility of assignment editors to ask about outside [funding,
especially when the story involves travel or other expenses not paid by NPR.
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Institutional funding. It is a truism that all money comes with interests. In
the commercial media, the acceptance of advertising, even when editorial decision-
making is rigorously shielded from contact with those who sell ads, is enough to
raise charges that news content is muted to avoid offending advertisers. And
there are enough examples of commercial advertisers threatening to pull lucra-
tive ads in protest over treatment of their product to make this more than a thec-
retical concern.

Although NPR does not accept advertising, conflict-of-interest questions
arise because NPR solicits and accepts money earmarked or “restricted” for cov-
ering specific subjects. Because of NPR’s noncommercial status, such grants are
often a vital supplementary source of revenue without which NPR’s news cover-
age would be significantly diminished. NPR President Douglas Bennet has issued
the following guidelines governing the acceptance of such funds:

Policy for Accepting Project Grants

To avoid conflict of interest or the appearance thereof, when National Public
Radio’s News Division accepts project grants through the Development Of-
fice,* the policies below should be followed:

I. Associations, corporations, foundations, and other interest groups, in-
cluding governments both domestic and foreign, can contribute to the
News Fund* for general support.

II. Restricted grants must not be so narrow in concept as to coincide with
the donor’s area of economic or advocacy interest—e.g., an automobile
corporation supporting coverage of the car industry.

III. When deciding whether to accept restricted grants from domestic or
foreign government sources, NPR will take account not only of the con-
siderations in II, but also of whether the structure of the donor agency
provides adequate safeguards against interference or the appearance
thereof.

IV. In a case that seems unclear, a final determination will be made by the
vice presidents of News and Development. No contacts with funders shall
be made by anyone in the News Division other than news managers and
then only in conjunction with a member of the Development Office.

Needless to say, these guidelines require interpretation using good common
sense on a case-by-case basis. Their purpose is to ensure that NPR makes editorial

*NPR’s Development Office raises funds from foundations and corporations to support NPR opera-
tions. Funds for general support of NPR News go into the News Fund.
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decisions based solely on sound news judgment, and that it does not leave the
perception that those decisions are affected by the wishes of its funders. This
principle is key: The idea for coverage must originate from NPR, not from the
funder. Funders may not be directly involved in story assignments or any other
part of the editorial process.

Two examples illustrate the guidelines. The Ford Foundation has a distin-
guished record in funding projects that promote the study of foreign affairs. This
broad interest, because it does not extend to lobbying or other forms of advogacy
of specific policies, is not a barrier to NPR’s receiving money from the foupda-
tion for the coverage of Eastern Europe. Applying the same standards, clearly a
conflict would exist—and be perceived as such—if General Motors funded NPR’s
coverage of the auto industry or international trade issues. In that case, even if
GM had nothing to do with the choice of stories, or their content, there would
still be the inevitable impression that NPR was tailoring its stories on those| sub-
jects to please the automaker.

Between these two obvious cases are many others that are less clear and
must be decided by applying the guidelines, good common sense, and the
sar’s wife”” maxim—that NPR as a journalistic institution must not only be
ous, but appear to be virtuous.

Funding is a difficult subject in public radio, no less so at the station level than
at the network level. These practical rules can help guide day-to-day degision-
making:

* News staff should have as little contact with funders as possible. Under no
circumstances should news staff contact funders directly to propose grants for
projects in which they would personally benefit through assignments o1 travel.
Reporters and editors working on grant-funded projects should not sgeculate
about whether what they are doing will please or displease the funder, nor
should they attempt to limit or expand coverage according to what they be-
lieve the grant requires.

* The separation of funding from editorial content should be evident ory the air.

News personnel should not read funding credits.

* A news organization should pay its own way when gathering news.
many other news organizations acknowledge exceptions to this rule
story is of paramount interest and access is difficult without special agsistance.
The most obvious example is accepting military transportation to a battle zone.
In such cases, special care must be taken in writing and editing to erjsure that
the special treatment does not slant the stories in favor of the organization pro-
viding assistance.
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Ethical Decision-Making

Ethics, by definition, involves the collective wisdom about what is right and
wrong within the context of a group with shared values. Do not try to make
decisions in a vacuum, or simply by reading a chapter on journalistic ethics.
Make every effort to avoid confronting ethical decisions on deadline. Anticipate
them at the assignment level and during the reporting process, and give yourself
and your colleagues reasonable time to talk the problem over and air all opinions.

Usually, the process will have several stages: an initial gut reaction about
what is right or wrong; a second stage exploring rules or guidelines that might
apply; and a final period of reason and reflection in which a decision is made.
The gut reaction often is right, particularly among veteran journalists, but it is
risky to trust that first reaction until it has been measured against the conclusions
of the second and, if necessary, the third stages.

This chapter contains few rules and no dogmas. It is not a substitute for
good judgment and common sense; the best guidance comes not in statements of
policy but in a strong sense of mission as journalist, citizen, and human being.

Politics and causes. People do not leave behind their opinions, experi-
ences, specialized knowledge, and pet peeves when they become journalists.
They are not and never have been automatons devoid of emotion and critical
intellect. Many come into the profession and leave it with their sense of outrage
intact, with a deep and probing concern for what is wrong with society, and with
a living compassion for their fellow human beings. These qualities are considered
assets for NPR reporters, editors, and producers. Callousness and cynicism are
recognized liabilities.

Some of the thorniest decisions we face concern whether and to what degree
a journalist may be personally involved in advocacy organizations and politics.
Most news organizations restrict news staff from personal involvement in activ-
ity, especially political activity, that reasonably could be perceived as compromis-
ing their journalistic independence in reporting on such activity. Clearly this does
not apply to the exercise of a reporter’s right and duty as a citizen to vote. It may
apply to electoral campaign activity, speech writing, lobbying, and public en-
dorsement of candidates. Other public and leadership roles in advocacy activities
also may be a conflict.

In general, however, there are only a few activities that would be out of
bounds for all news staff, say, running for Congress. In almost all cases, our
judgment depends on several factors: First of all, does the reporter, producer or
editor make editorial decisions about stories affecting the interest of the cause he
wants to promote. Does he have a major role in those decisions, i.e. is his role
more than peripheral? If the answer is yes, there may be a conflict, and the jour-
nalist should discuss the situation with colleagues and editors. It is a good idea
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to ask oneself whether those on the other side in a controversy involving the
cause would consider a reporter fair if his advocacy role were known.

As journalists, we are free to be active in our professional organizations,|re-
ligions, communities, schools, philanthropic and service organizations. The pre-
sumption is on the side of freedom of action. We should be concerned only ﬁf a
reasonable and substantive argument is likely to be made that the activity ¢alls
our impartiality into question.

These ethical considerations, of course, do not apply to relatives of news
staff. But in cases in which a direct family member (spouse, companion, pagent,

ficulty justifying the acceptance of payments from those groups, whatever the
reason.

Fairness and Objectivity

NPR is committed to the strictest principles of fairness in reporting. Some
people have a problem with the term ““objectivity.” I have always understood it
in the very simple sense of fact-based reporting. Everything that goes on|the air,
from the most straightforward news voicer to the most elaborate news gnalysis,
is anchored in the pursuit and description of facts—those verifiable bits of infor-
mation that are the raw material of accurate communication.

The reporter’s first duty is to get the facts—all the facts that are relevant—to
be honest with the listener about the facts that could not be found or |verified,
and to put the information in intelligible context. Fairness is a natural byproduct
of fact-based reporting.

Reporting the facts from all relevant points of view is the first tengt of fair-
ness. “I just reported what I was told” is the dodge of a lazy reporter| It is the
reporter’s most basic obligation to seek out the other side, the third side and the
fourth side, and not to rely on the one-dimensional, possibly biased version
provided by those who may have promoted the story.

To report and write a story without attempting to contact thos¢ who are
involved and are likely to disagree is unprofessional and unethical conduct. Like-
wise, honesty in reporting dictates that a reporter not mislead listeners by failing
to disclose relevant information, such as the possible political motivesjand parti-
san interests of a person accusing another of wrongdoing.
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In describing people and their points of view, be sure to use terms that the
person you are describing would consider accurate. Avoid loaded terms that be-
tray your personal bias—terms such as “claim” when “said” would do; “re-
fused” to comment when “declined” is accurate; “admit” when “said” or
’acknowledge’”” would suffice. Similarly, take care with descriptions. Describing a
female political leader's hair, giving an Italian politician’s nickname, and com-
menting on physical traits are not necessarily inappropriate, but may inadvertently
feed into possible stereotypes. Was it fair, for example, for news reports to dwell on
General Manuel Noriega’s facial scars and to repeat the term “’pineapple face’’?

Fairness is particularly important in stories involving people who are not
public figures. People asked to appear on the air or involved by no design of
their own in a prominent story are entitled to protection of their privacy and
dignity in every way possible. They should never be exposed to ridicule or
derogatory description of any kind. Nor should anyone else with access to the air
be allowed to make derogatory or belittling remarks about people not otherwise
in the public eye.

Keeping an open mind is indispensible to fair reporting and must be prac-
ticed at every stage of the editorial process, from assignment to final edit. It is
good mental discipline—and a hallmark of sound journalism—to assume during
editorial discussions that you do not know the personal views of your colleagues.
This is especially important when discussing coverage of controversial issues like
abortion.

Sources, Credit, and Plagiarism

It is the reporter’s responsibility to attribute all facts to a reliable source and
to identify that source as accurately and completely as possible. The only excep-
tion is background information so widely known that it constitutes general
knowledge. The more important and controversial the information, the stronger
the sourcing must be. In general, a reporter must have at least two sources, both
of whom have independent ways of knowing the information. For facts of great
importance, such as the winner of an election, the beginning of the ground offen-
sive against Iraq in the Gulf War, an indictment of a public figure, the two-source
rule is absolute unless there has been an official, public announcement. The rule
is not based on arithmetic and should not be applied mechanically. In some cases
even two sources are not enough if the sources’ access to the information is at all
questionable. If the source of information is providing an eyewitness account, a
single source, properly described, may be enough.

A source who declines to be identified greatly diminishes the value of the
information. Reporters should make every effort to persuade sources to speak on
the record. When you promise a source confidentiality, be sure the source under-
stands that an editor may decide not to allow the anonymous information on the



12 Defining the News

air. The source also should understand that confidentiality is the joint respopsi-
bility of the reporter and the editor; an editor may require the reporter to tell him
the name of the source if it is necessary to judge the source’s credibility.

It is not uncommon for journalists to be manipulated by unnamed souyces,
particularly government officials who use anonymity to avoid accountability for
unsubstantiated political rhetoric. Whenever possible, a reporter should ideptify
the political interest the source may have in revealing the information. When an
opposing political camp leaks anonymous information, that information must be
independently verified. If verification depends solely on anonymous sources, the
political interest of those sources must be revealed in the report.

Plagiarism is the misappropriation of another writer's work, either writing
or reporting, and passing it off as one’s own work. The Washington Post’s former
executive editor, Ben Bradlee, called it “one of journalism’s unforgivable si

they were your own, because they are not. Write it in your own words. And
when information is based on the exclusive report of another news organjzation,
always give full credit. Likewise, identify the source of tape obtained from an-
other organization’s broadcast.

Correcting Errors

Mistakes are an unavoidable part of daily journalism. When they [happen,
and are more than trivial, the errors should be acknowledged and corrgcted on
the air (and in the transcript of the program). Often the letters segment pf a pro-
gram provides an appropriate format for corrections. But serious errors should
not wait for the arrival of a complaining letter to be corrected.

Ego and Personal Style

The broadcast media, even more than the print media, have fomented an era
of “ego journalism.” Highly paid, often glamorous reporters and arfchors are
foisted on viewers in much the same way advertisers sell products.| Although
some are indeed top-notch professionals, they are marketed not for their journal-
istic skills but for their ability to drive up ratings.

At the other extreme, mostly in the past, were the virtually anonymous re-
porters who turned out stories like so many cookies, with little or jo personal
identification with the product. Virtue, said the wise man, usually stands in the
middle. A reporter's earned reputation and public image are invalyable assets
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and should be cultivated. Not only does a good reputation help get your calls
returned, it instills pride and responsibility.

In radio, a reporter’s voice and identity are part of the story’s presentation.
That is as far as it should go. A reporter should not get directly involved in the
story by frequently using the first person in writing or using tape that calls atten-
tion to the reporter rather than the story’s subject. Personal experience, when edi-
torially relevant to the story, should be described in as straightforward a manner
as possible, using the first person.

A reporter is one of a news organization’s most public representatives. His
public demeanor should be in keeping with that role. Reporters do not resort to
subterfuges, such as assuming false identities, in order to get a story. Nor do they
tape record another person without that person’s express permission.

Going after the Tough Stories

High standards and strict ethics are not self-censorship. They more often
dictate what should be added to a story than what should be left out. Ethical vio-
lations frequently involve faintheartedness in confronting a source and the omis-
sion of hard-edged material out of fear of offending a valued news contact.

The best journalism is green-light journalism—a professional newsroom at-
mosphere imbued with solid traditions of fairness, sensitivity, and the confident
exercise of news judgment. In such a newsroom, reporters and editors are not
looking over their shoulders to avoid criticism that their stories have offended
some special interest group or failed to measure up to someone’s idea of political
correctness. Rather, they are going for the jugular, seeking out the toughest, not
the easiest, stories to cover.

It was that attitude that led NPR into some of its biggest stories—for exam-
ple, its ground-breaking coverage of the AIDS epidemic, its controversial reports
on the Anita Hill-Clarence Thomas sexual harassment charges, and its investiga-
tion of the Challenger disaster.

Some of us were brought up with the social rule that in polite company you
don’t bring up religion and politics. Being polite has never been the top priority
for the best journalists. They find and write about human problems that have the
fewest pat answers, stories without good guys and bad guys, rife with moral am-
biguity and social polarization—stories about abortion, religious experience, race,
guns—yes, even sex, drugs, and rock ‘'n’ roll.

John Dinges is NPR’s managing editor. Before coming to NPR in 1985, he was an editor and reporter on the
foreign desk of the Washington Post and reported extensively on Latin America. He is the author of Our
Man in Panama: The Shrewd Rise and Brutal Fall of Manuel Noriega (Random House, Times Books,
1990, 1991) and (with Saul Landau) Assassination on Embassy Row (Pantheon, 1980). He has a B.A. in
English, studied theology for three years in Austria at the University of Innsbruck, and received an M.A. in
Latin American studies from Stanford University.
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Getting Started

Christopher Koch

Every journalist, whether broadcast or print, must answer one crucial ques-
tion: What is news? There are probably as many definitions of news as there are
journalists, but all definitions seem to have common threads. News generally in-
volves an event that is observed either by the journalist or another individual,
and this observation is then reported to an audience. It is helpful to remember
that news isn’t news until someone decides that it is: News is the report of an
event, not the event itself.

You can waste time trying to do news stories on vague ideas. Broadcast
journalists, in particular, get into trouble when they try to do pieces about pov-
erty, poor education, crime in the streets, corruption, inflation, freedom of
speech, and other abstractions. These may be good topics for columnists and pro-
fessors, but abstractions alone are not news stories. If journalists are interested in
these things and want to do stories about them, they will look for events.

A march by poor people or the formation of a welfare rights organization
are legitimate stories about poverty. A patrol of a big city park by a local vigi-
lante group or the police routine at precinct headquarters are ways of doing
news stories about crime in the streets. Unemployment lines, pandemonium on
Wall Street, or the release of the latest economic indicators may be legitimate
ways to cover inflation. Look for events.

In general, the more powerful the event, the easier it will be to do a story,
because strong stories tell themselves. If you are working on a story about prison
conditions and a riot breaks out, your only problems are getting to the riot, re-
cording the right sounds, asking the right questions of the right people, and get-
ting out in one piece. But if the prison is quiet, you will have to look for the
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events that evoke prison life—perhaps the slow movement of a new prisoper
through a tough entry procedure, or the sounds of the night lock-up, or the Sun-
day sermon at the chapel, or the conversations of guards and prisoners about
past events.

There are different kinds of events and correspondingly different kinds of

place), it is helpful to keep some distinctions in mind before you go to work

Hard news generally refers to the breaking, daily stories that make u
front page of the newspapers, the bulk of the TV news shows, and the legding
articles in the newsweeklies. Hard news stories are about those political, miljtary,
economic, and social events that appear to have a shaping influence on our [lives.

The basic hard news story will convey the sense of such events—the taking
of American hostages, the concession speech of an incumbent president, the
agony of people’s uncertainty after a volcanic eruption.

On extended news programs—those that go beyond the capsule summary of
the day’s main events—these major stories will be accompanied by sideb3rs, re-
ports that spin off from the main event and help explain it.

Types of Sidebars

If the major story is new or complicated, then it may be important tojexplain
the events that led up to it. In these backgrounders, reporters are intergsted in
events that took place in the past. In radio, they will need archival tapejand in-
terviews with people who can describe earlier events.

Interviews with newsmakers also provide a useful type of sidebar. So do news
analyses drawn from several participants or knowledgeable observers of the events.

The sound portrait is another typical sidebar. Here a reporter gathers sound
from a series of small events and weaves it with interviews, creating/a sound
impression of persons, places, or things.

“Vox pop’’—from the Latin vox populi (voice of the people)—provides com-
ments of ordinary people, collected at random, usually in public plages. Some-
times the vox pop is strung together in a montage of different vgices (one
following the other) with no narration or linking comments by the reporter.
Other times the reporter is heard asking questions.

Other types of sidebars may include stories on related topics and commen-
taries.
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Know the Show

You can learn several different things by listening carefully to the news pro-
grams you hope to work for—and to other news programs as well. For one thing,
you can begin to develop critical standards that you can apply to your own
work.

Listen carefully and consistently with a notebook in hand, asking yourself
questions like these: Which reporters appear most frequently? Does anything dis-
tinguish their work from the work of reporters who file less frequently? What
pieces compel your attention and why?

Record the show and select several particularly interesting stories for closer
study. How long are they? What is the ratio between the narration (the things
that reporters say) and actualities (the voices and sounds that they record)? How
many different interviews have been used? What other kinds of sounds have
been incorporated into the report?

Transcribe the narration and analyze stories that seem particularly well-
written. How long are the sentences? Are they full of vivid images, packed with
information, or are they sparse links between actualities? No one way is necessar-
ily any better than any other. Nor should you try to imitate anyone. You are only
figuring out what works and why. Everyone has a different style, and you
shouldn’t be afraid to develop your own. Good journalism can happen even
when rules are broken.

Each news program has its own style, and that is another thing to listen for.
Some programs give straight interviews to reporters, and others insist that hosts
do all one-on-one interviews. Some news shows are designed for a national audi-
ence, and others are regional or local. If it's a national show, your stories will
have to be interesting to a national audience. This does not necessarily mean you
should look for national personalities who are visiting your local area. Usually,
the news staff of a national news organization will have access to these public
figures and will prefer to do their own interviews.

Look, instead, for the local stories that address issues shared by people na-
tionwide. And remember: If you listen carefully to the news programs, you'll get
a much better idea about what might interest their editors and producers, the
range of styles they will accept, the gaps in their coverage you could fill, and
other things that will help you file effectively and frequently.

Selecting a Story

An infinite number of things happen every day, but not many of them are
news. What makes something news? Primarily, enough interest in the event. In
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order to make people interested, the story needs to have an angle. This is not{an
opinion or a point of view, but the approach to a story that gets the audience to
pay attention. It’s part of your job as a reporter to find the angle and work it
clearly into the story. Without it, you’ll waste time pursuing ideas that never
quite work out. T

What follows are some truisms that should be chanted regularly or other-
wise impressed on the mind of every beginning journalist.

® Never do a story because people ought to know about it for their own gogd or
the good of the republic. Journalists are not professional moralists, and |they
have no special insight into what people ought to know. Leave moralizing to
preachers and politicians.

* People care about things that affect them. A famine in North Africa is less
interesting to most Americans than an earthquake in California, even though
the famine may kill thousands more people.

* Bad news, like gossip, travels more quickly and farther than good news. Let’s
face it, you may hear about Uncle Harry’s divorce faster than you hearjabout
his marriage. Grandma calls when Junior breaks his leg, but you may| never
hear about Junior winning a school trophy. The completion of a new wing at a
local prison may get brief mention on local programs, but a riot at the same
prison could be national news. [
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