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Journalism information comes from three source areas: 

Research: newspaper archives (LexisNexis), textbooks, people, Internet, facebook, myspace, libraries, etc.

Interviews: you have to talk to people.

Observation: the journalist sees things most people don’t get see. 

Who do you need to hear from? There are 3 levels of people you should interview:


Individuals: the people directly involved in the story.


Organizations: groups that represent numerous individuals in similar situations.


Authorities: the official word.

Have a game plan when you enter the room:

It all starts with knowing the backstory. Do research before you meet people.

Have a set of questions prepared. FOCUS!

Be at ease, friendly and polite.

Appear professional at all times/ be aware of your surroundings.

Start with broad ideas:

Have a conversation with the person.

Observe the room and look for ways you can relate/ connect to the person.

Don’t make assumptions about a person because of their appearance.

Let them talk, and most importantly, listen to them.

Have a focus/ purpose:

While you start broad, begin to direct your subject to a point.

Keep your questions brief and to the point.

Ask questions based upon what the subject is saying (don’t insist on following your pre-prepared notes).

Be prepared to support your questions with statistics/ facts/ quotes.

Don’t be confrontational (unless you are desperate).

Save the most difficult, invasive question for the end because angering the subject might abruptly end the interview.

Taking notes:

Take A LOT of DETAILED NOTES! Write down everything you see, including colors, gestures, expressions, items on the walls, clothing, books, etc.

Make eye contact rather than staring at your notebook.

When someone says something that stands out, make sure you get it WORD FOR WORD. Anything in quotes must be verbatim.

Ask them to repeat things if necessary.

Focus! If the conversation strays too far, quit taking notes! 

Mix hard questions with soft questions (ask easy questions that are irrelevant so that you can finish writing that good quote).

Learn to take notes quickly, and learn to read your writing.

Be a good listener:

Realize that everything people say is not quote worthy: stats and data are facts (not quote worthy). A good quote offers opinions on the facts.
Give them the opportunity to explain: what do you mean by that?

Don’t interrupt your subject while they are speaking.

Allow the subject time to think.

Accept the silence/ don’t constantly fill the void.

The interview is not a chance for you to talk about yourself (keep your opinions to yourself).

If you don’t understand what people say or mean, ask them to explain.

Have them explain it to you in the most basic way possible.

Get the chronology so that you understand the entire background.

Have them tell the story, with details, action and vivid description.

Things you should always do:

• Get full spellings of names and positions!

• Get phone numbers (cell numbers if possible) and e-mail addresses.

• Ask who else might be a good person with whom to talk. You should have multiple voices (at least three) in your stories.

• Be sure that everything is on the record.

Miller secrets:

• Learn the lingo before you talk: cops, athletes, musicians, politicians, businesspeople and just about everyone else has their own language.

• Never be afraid to say that you don’t know something.

• Never disagree.

• Know when to walk away.

Final tips:

• Voice recorders expedite the interview but double the production time.

• Take pictures whenever possible … it will help you remember stuff.

• Process everything immediately: what just happened? 
