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Using the Internet for story ideas

* Identify the local angle in a national story (Example: The flu vaccine shortage was first announced in one place – on the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention on the World Wide Web. Call the local health departments in your city, county and state to assess how affected they are by the diminished supply.)

* Find the trend in a series of data. Give the reader context. Whenever asking for statistics from sources, if there is time, always ask for the current year as well as some historical data for comparison. (Example: The overall number of people living with AIDS fell in the late 90s, according to Chicago health statistics, but a breakdown of the totals showed that heterosexual women testing HIV positive rose dramatically toward the end of the decade.)

* Humanize the statistics (Example: The National Institutes of Health web site on childhood injuries says that trampolines are one of the main causes of unintentional injury to children. Call a local pediatrician for comment, interview a family with a trampoline, call the local sports store to get connected to someone who just bought safety guards for their trampoline.)

* Put Kalamazoo in perspective (Example: The Western Michigan University Department of Public Safety by law has to issue crime statistics each year. Compare the university with other campuses’ crime stats, which are accessible through their university home pages.)

* To keep in mind: Reporters should use computers as tools to help them do their jobs better, but computers cannot replace old-fashioned shoe leather reporting and human contact with sources. 

* Don’t shy away from statistical data or large databases, but also don’t stop the story at just the numbers. Once you have a numbers story, make it more readable by making it a people story by finding the human element in the numbers. (Example: When the number of AIDS deaths dropped for the first time in Chicago, the numbers became a peg for a story about living with AIDS and all that entailed, including trying to find and keep a job in a society still in the mindset that people with AIDS die, not live.)

Use your beat sources

* Identify what databases your sources contribute to and get the final product when it is released. (Police departments typically contribute to a uniform crime report that is published yearly by the state police.)

* Identify what databases or websites your sources use; find out where the experts are going to keep up on issues. 

* Look to experts to translate particularly dense data and put it in perspective. (Example: I thought I had a great story when I saw a dramatic increase in sexually transmitted diseases in Illinois until my sources told me the spike in cases was due to a better data reporting system that was identifying the cases that had gone unreported before.)

Evaluate information

* If the database you are working with is complex, make sure you link with the Webmaster or coordinator of the site to understand how the data were crunched. 

* Even if you don’t use it in a story, for your own reporting confidence, be sure to understand how the data were collected and figured.

* Check the timeliness and accuracy with a real person whenever time and access permits. 

Keep an Internet Calendar

* Identify one or two key websites or home pages on your beat or story area and check it daily for news and developments and critical dates. One should be local; one should be national. (Example: Michigan Department of Health home page and the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention home page)

* Once a month or so, do a sweep of websites related to your beat. (i.e. The National Institutes of Health and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services home pages as well as the Michigan Department of Environment home page)

* At least once a quarter if not more frequently, check the journals and periodicals in your field of interest. Read the stuff your sources are reading. (The American Public Health Association Journal; the Journal of the American Medical Association; specialty periodicals such as Contemporary Nursing, etc.)

Get hooked up

* If there is a good listserv on a topic you are writing about, take ten minutes to register to join the discussion group; it can provide inside information and good contacts. Many organizations require you be a member before accessing their listservs, but some do not. (Example: The Annie E. Casey Foundation 

* If database information is available on a CD – most government CDs are free of charge – order it and keep it around; you never know when it may be useful. (Example: The U.S. Centers for Disease Control Youth Behavior Survey on CD is updated every few years and provides data on teens throughout the U.S. that is easy to download and a natural fit for many stories on adolescents.)

* Ask sources to email you press releases and story leads in addition to or instead of faxing; the emails are less likely to get lost in the newsroom shuffle or in a stack of papers on your desk

Some CAR resources:

1. National Association of Commuter Assisted Reporting at www.nicar.org. For support and guidance on sorting through electronic data in reporting.

2. Investigative Reporters and Editors at www.ire.org. For excellent tip sheets on developing story ideas and reporting hundreds of stories.

3. Poynter Institute at www.poynter.org, For a variety of online reporting links, from sources to databases.

4. Read the competition. Most newspapers keep their projects and other stories they are most proud of on their websites. It’s a good resource for inspiration.

5. Profnet: A source to find experts on deadline. Go online to www.profnet.com and put in the sort of expert you need with the questions you want answered and your deadline and university pr folks will email you back with profs willing to talk.

6. Good search engines: Yahoo, Hotbot, Ask Jeeves. 

Story Development:

*As you begin to gather information and data from your computer travels, continually hone your story idea with each new piece of information you collect. Analyze data with the thought of what it means for a potential news story. Try to forecast into the future to imagine what story you can write from the material you come across.

*Another method to focus your thoughts after gathering various data from the Web or databases is to try to write a single sentence that states the key question or premise of your story. 

*Sometimes it helps to identify what sort of story you have: Is it a pro/con story with two opposing sides? A trend story revealing a dramatic change in something? A conflict story illuminating a problem that needs solving?

When it’s time to report and write:
1. It sounds hokey but it’s true: You should be able to explain what your story is about in a sentence, your focus sentence. If you can’t write that sentence, you can’t write your story. 

2. Over-report every story. Always have far more information in your notebook than you have in your story. Get a grasp on the subject so you can write with authority and better judge the worth of sources and their quotes. This is obviously difficult to do when cranking out a story (or two) a day, but the goal is worth having.

3. Despite #2, always leave enough time to write the story. The tendency is to report for 4/5 of the time and only leave 1/5 of the time to sift through all that research. Start a working draft after only a couple interviews to better gauge what you do and don’t know for your next interviews.

4. Read each story three times before handing it in: 

a. Once for readability and flow: Are sentence lengths varied? Am I writing in active voice? Do I use vivid verbs? Do I use jargon or expert-ese that will turn readers off? 

b. Once for facts and content: Check and double-check name spellings and addresses and titles. Also make sure your story supports your lead. Do I make assertions I don’t support with quotes and fact? Is my story logical? Are there unanswered questions?

c. Once for spelling and grammar and AP style.

5. Accuracy is paramount. Journalists live and die by their credibility with readers. If readers spot an error, they begin to question the validity of your entire story, and you’ve lost them.

6. Relax. Write like you talk. Use similes, metaphors and examples from real life to make the story real to readers. One of the hardest things to do is simplify a complicated idea while still maintaining its accuracy. Remember you are writing for your Aunt Helen in Idaho.

7. Involve your editor early in the process and keep him or her informed of what your reporting is turning up and where your story is headed. Only sometimes does this make for less rewriting and a less painful final editing. 

8. Negotiate for the stories you want to do. We all have the bread-and-butter stuff on the beat to crank out. For the stories that may take longer but that really interest you, do enough reporting in between the daily fare to have some tantalizing tidbit to dangle in front of an editor to convince them to leave you alone for a day or two.

9. Force yourself to make new sources and talk to people you either don’t like or aren’t comfortable with; they represent a viewpoint that may be worth considering. Also, look to see that your Rolodex has cultural and ethnic and gender variety; are all your political sources white males?  

10. Interviewing is about listening. Remember the power of silence to encourage a source to talk. No need to let them know all you know on the subject. Also, make sure your questions get answered; ask a question again and in a different way until you get that key question answered. And, when sources say something is off the record, negotiate with them line by line to get it back on the record.

11. Don’t be afraid to sound stupid; ask basic questions. Get sources on your side, and make them want to help you. Rick Meyer at the L.A. Times takes the ‘’getting the source on your side” literally and sits at the same side of the table as a source when they meet. One Tribune reporter who had to do man-on-the-street interviews on people’s attitude toward sex in the Midwest got her surprised sources on her side by “telling them I has been assigned the story by an editor, rolling my eyes, and boom, we were part of the same conspiracy.”

12. Interview people where they are comfortable and where you can get a glimpse of who they are; at their home, their office, driving a truck if they are a truck driver, etc.

