The Responsible Journalist

Chapter 9

Student Story assignment
The purpose of this assignment is to give you an introductory feel for interviewing a source and then writing a short story based on that information and any additional research using the standards of news storytelling introduced so far.  Although this will be a one-source story, which is not standard for news reporting, it is okay for this introductory assignment.
For 20 points each, 100 points total, your story will be evaluated on:

· Ethical, accurate content

· News language and inverted pyramid structure 

· Proper quoting, paraphrasing and attribution

· Grammar, style and college-level mechanics

· Completeness and timeliness of assignment, including response assignment
The process:

· You will be assigned a partner in class (in the case of an uneven number of students in class, one group might be a triad).  
· If you are absent, you risk losing 100+ points from your final grade.  This is because you need to be in class to be assigned a partner, interview the partner and complete the Student Story and Student Response assignment.  If you are not present to complete these assignments, which build on the very first of them, you forfeit.

· You will interview your partner briefly to get basic biographical and contact information, due date per the syllabus.

· You will prepare a typed list of questions, due date per the syllabus.  The story is short, so you’ll probably get one or two themes in.  Prepare your question list accordingly, probably three main areas of questioning, knowing that you won’t use all of the information that you get.  See Question List Tips below.
· You will have 20 minutes to conduct an in-class interview, using the questions you have prepared, but also posing follow-up questions based on the interview.

· You will then have several days to write a full two-paged, typed, double-spaced story about your partner, which applies the lessons of proper news form and style.  

· On the due date listed on the syllabus, you will turn in two copies of your story.  Please make sure they are printed and stapled (double-sided is okay) and dropped off on my desk at the beginning of class.

· One copy will come to me, and the other copy will go to your partner.  

· Your partner will then complete a Student Response to your story, which will be due as listed on the syllabus.

Everybody has a story to tell:  
Sometimes, you’ll have a source who thinks there is nothing interesting to tell, nothing in life is noteworthy.  But if you listen well, you will see that everyone has a story—or more than one.  Don’t you?

Below are some ideas, based on previous stories in this course, but don’t let them limit you or lead you to “pre-frame” the story.   Consider your powerful role as gatekeeper.  Ask your questions, and then listen to the answers, and let the news filter up through the interview.  (If you wish, you can do follow-up interviews, but that is not required). 

· Try to find out something unique about your partner.  For example, remember, most everyone likes music, so that won’t be your news hook unless there is something more unique about that aspect of your partner’s life related to music.  Or, maybe your partner is doing a double major that most people would find surprising—why is that?

· You could listen for something that most people have done, but your partner did or is doing it in a new or different way. For example, lots of people like to travel, but maybe your partner has gone to Barcelona and is planning future trips to Madrid and other cities in the country because of a desire to work in Spain after graduation.  Why is that?

· Sometimes, students have had an experience that has changed the course of their lives.  Listen for cues, and follow up (rather than asking this potentially sensitive question straight out).  For example, perhaps your partner learned to mountain bike with a parent, and what your partner learned led your partner to work to become good enough to get a biking scholarship to college.  What was the catalyst?

· Sometimes, the story comes out through your partner’s unique perspective on something.  For example, people have different viewpoints on the relationship between humans and the land, humans and animals, humans and humans, humans and government, the purpose of education, the purpose of art, the purpose of science.  Listen for cues and ask follow up questions. 

You never know what you’ll find, but remember to represent your partner fairly. 
Question List Tips for this exercise:

We’ll discuss strategies for your question list in class.  But, first, keep in mind the limitations of a 20-minute interview and a two-page story.  

· So, try to structure your questions in such a way that your source will see the logic of your interview.  In order to have some logic, you’ll need to have a starting point from your research.  Although you don’t want to force a particular angle, your research might give you a direction from which to start, such as, 

· “I noticed in my research that you’ve played volleyball since you were in junior high, is that correct?” 

· “Am I correct in thinking that this is an important part of your life?”  (And listen to the answer.  If your source says, not really, anymore, then have an alternative set of questions, perhaps beginning with, “Did something change?”  And then follow that line of questioning.)

· But if you are correct, you might ask, “What attracted you to the sport?”

· “Since it’s been a few years since you started, what have you learned about the game?  Anything that surprised you?”

· “What’s something that most people don’t know about volleyball?”  (This might be a way to find a news hook that would interest your audience.)
· It’s hard, especially on the spur of the moment, to answer abstract questions like, 
· “What’s the most important thing you’ve learned in life?”  It’s especially difficult for your source if you follow it up with another biggie, like, “What do you think of the president’s policy on immigration?”  
· On the other hand, you don’t want to focus on questions that may get you a vague or canned answer, like, 
· “Why did you choose to be an journalism major?”  
Now, these questions aren’t necessarily always bad, it’s just that there should be a reason you ask them, rather than shooting in the dark.
· Remember that the questions that would seem normal to you might be sensitive ones for your source.  Family questions can be one sensitive area—what if the person has a traumatic background?  So, if you have reason to think that family is relevant, you can test the waters with a question like,

· “Did your interest in volleyball come from your family?”  

· Gauging the person’s response, you can tell whether this is a welcome line of questioning.  It’s not like you want to shy away from difficult questions—you will have to ask them at some point if you’re becoming a non-fiction writer—but this exercise is introductory, so remember the balance between truthtelling, autonomy and humaneness.

· Have three chunks of questions ready, although you might not get to all of them.  You’ll have to listen to your source to see if what you think is important meshes with what your partner wants to say.  You will likely have more information than you need for your story, but that’s okay.
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