
Nuts & Bolts for New Producers 

(or news producers) 



Who We Are

ÅGeorge Bodarky  gbodarky@wfuv.org

ÅMelanie Peeples  mpeeples1@gmail.com

ÅTanya Ott  tanya@wbhm.org



How This Works



Public Radioôs Core Values

ÅEngaged in contemporary public life and culture

ÅCurious about the world; want depth & context

ÅBelieve in finding solutions for problems of their 
community, nation & world.

ÅñBeing Firstò is not a core value



The Five Tiers

ÅModified from Four Tiers developed by Jay 

Kernis, former NPR Senior VP for 

Programming

ÅThe tiers are about story SELECTION, not 

story EXECUTION!



Five Tiers of News Coverage

Tier One: COMMERCIAL 

Å ñIf it bleeds, it leads.ò Crime, fires, sensationalized weather, local sports teams, plus those 
quirky/human interest kickers that inevitably end the TV newscast.  

Tier Two: STAGED

Å City council meetings, school board meetings, local government and political pronouncements, 
news conferences. 

Tier Three:  CULTURAL RESONANCE

Å Profiles of artists, musicians, cultural figures. 

Tier Four:  LOCAL IMPACT/NATIONAL

Å What is the local impactðor local representationðof a national or international story? At its best, 
this kind of reporting fosters civil discourse, the desire to learn more, and to become more 
involved. 

Tier Five: LOCAL MEANING

Å What news event, person, trend or new idea is or is about to make a real difference in my life and 
my community? What truly reflects who we are and why we live here? What will have lasting 
impact? What trends and events are not being noticed?



Developing Pitches

Åbeat sources, listeners, 
friends, neighbors, 
cashiers, cabbies

Mine people for story ideas:

Pay attention to what you 
see 

Pull a thread from 
another story

Surveys, polls 
that spark 
questions

Newspapers: 
localize a 

national story

Press 
releases



Before You Pitch a Story

ÅMake sure you actually have a story in 
mind, and not just a vague idea.

ÅIf a newspaper article prompted your story 
idea, make sure you can suggest how to 
advance the story.

ÅFigure out whether your story should be 
told by a reporter or through a host 
interview.



Story Visioning

See the whole story before your first interview.



Story

ÅJim Barksdale, the founder of Netscape, 

has given his home state of Mississippi 

$100 Million dollars for an early childhood 

literacy program.



Where do I start?

Who to interview?

Where?

Ever had this happen é



Story Visioning Worksheet

Story Length: 4 to 6 minutes.

1. What is this story about? Jim Barksdale, the founder of Netscape, has given the state of Mississippi $100 
Million dollars for an early childhood literacy program.

2. Who stands to win/lose most in this story? (Who are the players?) Barksdale, Teachers, state of Mississippi é

CHILDREN

3. What is my Focus Statement? 

4. Who do I need to interview?
Side 1 Side 2 Side 3 Expert/Perspective

5. What is this story REALLY about? Who stands to lose the most? How does it feel to be him/her? How can I open the 
story with this person?

6. Where should I interview him/her? (do this for every person in #4) How can I describe this place? What nearby 
sounds should be miked for prominence? What obstacles can I anticipate?

7. What questions should I ask? (remember the ñ20 minute ruleò) 

8. Go. Be ready to change course if you find new information.

Source: Melanie Peeples w/modifications by Tanya Ott



Focus Statement
Focus

Ask Yourself: Who is this story about?

From whose point of view will I tell it?

Ask Yourself: What is this person doing?

What is the central action I want to portray in this story?

What happened?

Ask Yourself: Why is this person doing what he/she is doing?

What is the motivation?

Why should listeners care?

Put these three together with a ñbecauseò and youôve got a 

FOCUS STATEMENT

A focus statement:

1. must have a person or people as a subject.

2. must have an active (action) verb.

3. should have a cause and effect relationship with a direct logical link.

4. must be declarative sentence.

5. must be based on research, not opinion.

6. must be written in concrete, specific language.

7. must make a case for why listeners should care.

8. must never have the word ñinterestingò as a rationale for why listeners should care.



Focus Statement

Children in Mississippi are learning to read 

because of a new literacy program.



Story Visioning Worksheet

Story Length: 4 to 6 minutes.

1. What is this story about? Jim Barksdale, the founder of Netscape, has given the state of Mississippi $100 Million dollars for an early 
childhood literacy program.

2. Who stands to win/lose most in this story? (Who are the players?) Barksdale, Teachers, state of Mississippi é

CHILDREN

3. What is my Focus Statement? Children in Mississippi are learning to read because of a new literacy program.

4. Who do I need to interview?
Side 1 Side 2 Side 3 Expert/Perspective

5. What is this story REALLY about? Who stands to lose the most? How does it feel to be him/her? How can I open the story with this person?

6. Where should I interview him/her? (do this for every person in #4) How can I describe this place? What nearby sounds should be miked for 
prominence? What obstacles can I anticipate?

7. What questions should I ask? (remember the ñ20 minute ruleò) 

8. Go. Be ready to change course if you find new information.

Source: Melanie Peeples w/modifications by Tanya Ott



Context

The defining element of 

public radio news



What is ñContextò

ÅPart of the story that tells listeners why they 

should care 

ÅThe competitive advantage public radio holds 

over commercial radio and television

ÅStandard in a national story; often missing 

in a local story



Different Flavors of Context

ÅHistorical: has this happened before?

ÅGeographical: where else is this happening? 

ÅPolitical: how does it reflect shifting partisan 

tides? 

ÅBehavioral:  what does it say about changing 

beliefs/attitudes?

ÅDemographic: is this part of a ñGen Xò or 

ñBaby Boomerò trend/movement?



Where to Find Context

ÅAnalyst

ÅResearcher

ÅHistorian

ÅJournalist



Context in MS story

ÅFirst program of its kind

Å25 % adults over 16 are functionally 
illiterate

ÅIf a child doesnôt read by 3rd grade, never 
will (reading isnôt taught after 3rd grade)

ÅAfter 3rd grade students primarily learn 
other subjects by reading about them

ÅPrisons project space needed in future 
based on 3rd grade literacy rates



Context, cont.

ÅReporting the context of a story takes 

time, but itôs why people listen to you.  

ÅIt helps listeners understand their place in 

the community, the nation, and the world.  



Story Visioning Worksheet

Story Length: 4 to 6 minutes.

1. What is this story about? Jim Barksdale, the founder of Netscape, has given the state of Mississippi $100 Million dollars for an early 
childhood literacy program.

2. Who stands to win/lose most in this story? (Who are the players?) Barksdale, Teachers, state of Mississippi é

CHILDREN

3. What is my Focus Statement? Children in Mississippi are learning to read because of a new literacy program.

4. Who do I need to interview?
Side 1 Side 2 Side 3 Expert/Perspective

5. What is this story REALLY about? Who stands to lose the most? How does it feel to be him/her? How can I open the story with this
person?

6. Where should I interview him/her? (do this for every person in #4) How can I describe this place? What nearby sounds should be 
miked for prominence? What obstacles can I anticipate?

7. What questions should I ask? (remember the ñ20 minute ruleò) 

8. Go. Be ready to change course if you find new information.

Source: Melanie Peeples w/modifications by Tanya Ott



Magic in the Field

ÅAmbient sounds (set scene)

ÅAsk yourself, where does this story begin?

ÅWho is the first person we should hear 

from?

Examples: Which one would you open with?



Ready to Write

ÅMore about that later, right now Tanyaôs 

going to talk about é



Interviewing

Maximizing Your Time, Their 

Time, and Results



Resources

ÅFind Sources Fast

ïwww.newswise.com

Åpress release email list (searchable, customizable)

Åsearchable expert database

Åexpert query (sent immediately ïbest for tight 

deadline)

ïwww.profnet.com

Åpress release email list 

Åexpert query (batched and sent a couple times a 

day)

http://www.newswise.com/
http://www.newswise.com/
http://www.profnet.com/


Itôs Not a Conversation

Å"Interviewing requires more than a good 

ear for quotes. It's a process, like writing, 

that involves a series of decisions and 

actions designed to get the best possible 

information.ò -Chip Scanlon, author:  Reporting and Writing: 

Basics for the 21st Century 

ÅThe process starts with Preparation



Pre-Interview

ÅTo ensure you have a ñgood talkerò 

ÅTo get facts, not emotions

ÅTo get chronology, not insight

ÅTo get a ócontractô on what the on-tape interview 

will be about

ÅIf you canôt interview your source, interview the 

flak

ïBreaking news

ïPolitical spot news



Research

ÅNecessary for new angles

ÅGood for establishing credibility

ÅBlogs, articles, transcripts

ÅPhone-a-Critic

ÅIdentify ñjuicy centerò

ÅYou DO have time: 10 minutes is all it 

takes



Roadmap

ÅKnow where you want to start and end

ÅScribble down ómust havesô

ÅBe open to new routes



Bedside Manner

ÅGear as wardrobe

ÅComfort: yours and theirs

ÅEyes and Smiles



ñDoôs & Donôtsò

ÅDO: ask simple questions: why, what, how

ÅDONôT: ask double-barreled questions

ÅDO: ask for details, examples, pictures

ÅDONôT: be afraid to admit you donôt understand

ÅDO: ask óhow do you know that?ô (burden of proof) 

ÅDONôT: use trigger words

ÅDO: strategize on difficult or sensitive issues

ÅDONôT: be afraid of silence

ÅMost important: listen more, talk less.



Golden Rules

ÅFirst Questions: dive right in

ïWhat happened?

ïWhatôs at stake?

ïWhy did you do it?

ÅLast Questions: 

ïWhat would you like to add?

ïWho else should I talk to?

Donôt provide a list of questions to source ahead of time



Writing 



The lead-in, lede, or intro

To introduce a story (sometimes as a segue, 

if in a newscast or within a magazine)

Should give some background

To whet the appetite for what is to come



Does this sell the story? 
In impoverished Honduras, problems range from a lack 
of resources for education, to the lack of food and even 
the most basic healthcare. A group of medical 
missionaries from the greater Birmingham area takes 
several trips a year to help the Hondurans who need it 
the most. But what they've encountered over the years 
is a big catch-22: a cyclical environment of 
malnourishment and disease. The missionaries' 
challenge is to teach Hondurans the wherewithal to 
break the cycle.  Dr. Tom Camp, who heads up the 
Alabama/Honduran Medical Educational Network, or 
AHMEN, spoke with WBHMôs Joe Blow.



How about this? 

A quarter of all Hondurans live on less than a

dollar a day. They lack formal education, food and

even the most basic healthcare. A group of

medical missionaries from Birmingham

just returned from a trip to Honduras.  Doctor Tom 

Camp heads up the Alabama/Honduran Medical 

Educational Network, or AHMEN. He spoke with 

WBHMôs Joe Blow.



Ground Rules

ÅKeep it simple

ÅUse present tense

ïñJones saysò NOT ñJones saidò

ÅWrite for the ear

ïUse conversational style, including contractions

ÅPlainspeak

ïñThe city will use the funds soonò NOT ñthe 

city will utilize the funds soonò

ÅUse active verbs

ïñA car hit himò  NOT  ñHe was hit by a carò



Donôt Be Passive

The fish was caught by the seagull.

(Does this paint a picture?)

At dawn the crowing of a rooster could be 

heard. (This one is just dreadful. So 

tentative.)  At dawn, somewhere in the 

distance, a rooster crows.



Avoiding responsibility

ÅñThe paramilitary groups were ordered to 
kill.ò

Å"Cigarette ads were designed to appeal 
especially to children." 

Å"The President was advised that certain 
members of Congress were being 
audited."



That ñje ne sais quoiò

ÅUp until now weôve talked about things that 

make a story strong.

ïGood story focus

ïwriting conversationally 

ïusing active verbs

ÅWhat makes a story great?



What do great stories have?

Å Iceberg Effect

Å Gold Nuggets and Coins

Å Little Things

Å Sense of Place

Å Sense of People

Å Sense of Time

Å Other



About a dog

ÅTip from a caller

ÅStray dog that people at a gas station had started 
feeding

ÅHomeless and alone

ÅCaller just thought it was moving how community was 
caring for it

ÅReporter did exhaustive digging and came out with a 
story not about just the dog, but seven strangers whoôd 
started feeding and caring for it.

ÅPretty soon realized the story wasnôt about a dog, but 
about how the people saw themselves and their place in 
this world.



About a dog, cont.
Å The first time he saw the dog she was rummaging through the 

Dumpster outside the Chevron gas station on the corner of Pine 
Ridge Road and Whippoorwill Lane, near the interstate. It was around 
3 or 4 in the morning and Paul Szymanski was alone, working the 
overnight shift as he has for the past four years, manning the 
gas/convenience store during the lonely hours when most of America 
sleeps.

Å He watched her picking through the garbage, the bits of food Naples 
had discarded. Her yellow hair was matted and Paul figured she must 
be hungry. Dogs on the lam usually are. He thought of the spinning 
hot dogs and sausages rotating on the Tru-Heat roller system grill 
inside the store. It was just about time to put out some fresh ones.

Å It can be tough, working overnights, but Paul has worked the 
graveyard shift in gas stations and grocery stores for 20-something 
years. "You get used to it," he says, his eyes shifting side to side. "It's 
quiet and you really don't have to deal with so many people," he says 
looking down.

Å Paul, like everyone else who meets the dog, has his own ideas about 
her. "You could tell she wasn't around people much," he says.



Show, donôt tell

Å Do Extensive & Exhaustive 
reporting

Å Develop scenes & sound that 
set mood

Å Know your characters

Å Let them reveal themselves

Å Vividly describe little things, 
how they look, taste, smell

Å Include small details that 
reveal the character and 
emotions of people in your 
story

Å Include small details that give 
meaning to the bigger themes

Å Write with words that convey 
tone and mood to describe 
people and places

The first time he saw the dog she was 
rummaging through the Dumpster outside 
the Chevron gas station on the corner of 
Pine Ridge Road and Whippoorwill Lane, 
near the interstate. It was around 3 or 4 in 
the morning and Paul Szymanski was 
alone, working the overnight shift as he has 
for the past four years, manning the 
gas/convenience store during the lonely 
hours when most of America sleeps.

Å He watched her picking through the 
garbage, the bits of food Naples had 
discarded. Her yellow hair was matted and 
Paul figured she must be hungry. Dogs 
on the lam usually are. He thought of the 
spinning hot dogs and sausages rotating 
on the Tru-Heat roller system grill inside 
the store. It was just about time to put out 
some fresh ones.

Å It can be tough, working overnights, but Paul 
has worked the graveyard shift in gas 
stations and grocery stores for 20-something 
years. "You get used to it," he says, his 
eyes shifting side to side. "It's quiet and 
you really don't have to deal with so 
many people," he says looking down.

Å Paul, like everyone else who meets the dog, 
has his own ideas about her. "You could 
tell she wasn't around people much.ò



Be a detective

Notice everything around you.

Scrutinize your characters.

Especially what theyôre doing 

while theyôre talking to you.

ñ The house he used to rent was destroyed and now he 

can't afford an apartment. He doesn't have a car 

anymore and says he wouldn't know where to go even 

if he could leave. He hasn't eaten all day. And as he 

stares at the glowing lantern on the card, his hands 

start to shake.ò



Itôs all in thedetails

ÅThe female police officer who wears ñsize 

four steel-toe boots.ò

ÅThe widow who sprays her dead 

husbandôs aftershave on her pillow.

ÅThe paranoid schizophrenic who doesnôt 

just hear imaginary voices, he hears them 

say, ñGo kill a policeman.ò



Action. Or, verbs.

Our humanity rests in what we do.



Denotation V. Connotation

ÅDenotation: Dictionary meaning

ÅConnotation: emotional associations



Connote or Denote

ÅThe attorney 

__________ toward 

the judge.

ÅWalked

ÅStrode

ÅStrolled

ÅSauntered

ÅSashayed

ÅMarched

ÅEased 

ÅRushed



Be more descriptive

Tugboats slowly push the loaded barges up 

river.

Tugboats __________ the loaded barges up 

river.



Be more descriptive

Background: hot, dry summer; drought

ÅIn many places corn crops died in the 

fields before they could mature.

ÅIn many places corn crops ______ in the 

fields before they could mature.



Let verbs convey tone

ÅDrought is forcing cattle farmers to sell their 
cows. 

ÅWant to convey: farmersô powerlessness 

ñFarmers in overalls sit cramped together as 
they watch men in a single row of chairs up front 
buy their cows.ò 

Fix: ñFarmers in overalls __________ together as 
they watch men in a single row of chairs up front 
buy their cows.ò



Take a moment, be creative

Background: Eminent domain story, old 
farmer being forced off his land.

ñ This land is all heôs ever really known. It 
has become a part of him. For 61 years it 
has supported him and his family.ò

Goal: To convey how the land is a part of 
him.



Being Creative

ñ This land is all heôs ever really known. It 

has become a part of him, the way the 

corn and beans grown here nourished his 

bones and body as a growing boy.ò



In short

Youôre a WRITER.

Write. Be descriptive. Notice the details. 

Play with the language. Have fun.



Most Important:

Revise.

Revise.

Revise.




