Becoming a Professional

I talk with people and notice things, and then I turn those things into a column for the most 
wonderful gift a storyteller can be given—an audience on the other end.

— Bob Greene, columnist

Journalists are passionate about their work. They find their jobs varied, creative, important and challenging. Perhaps more than people in any other profession, journalists witness the kaleidoscope of the life within their communities: the good and the bad, the joyous and the tragic, the significant and the mundane.

John Mollwitz has been in the news business for more than 50 years. His passion for journalism led him to positions that began with being a delivery boy to reporter, copy editor, online editor and a member of the board of directors, all for the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. “Journalists are admitted everywhere and meet everyone,” Mollwitz said. “One of the neatest perks of the job is being able to go up to public and corporate officials, as well complete strangers, and ask questions. In learning so many interesting things about people and issues, you learn things you never knew about yourself. You learn, too, that the people you interview and bring into your stories are also your readers, viewers or listeners. They trust you to get it right. Get it right and you sleep well. Fulfilling the public’s trust—the public’s right to know. What a way to live!”

Journalists represent the public when they cover a story. And they ask questions as members of society. By providing citizens the information they need to be well informed, journalists perform a vital function for a democratic society.

In addition to obtaining information to make events and issues understandable for the public, journalists get to do something else inspiring and fun: They get to write and tell stories. And telling a good story—selecting the important facts, the correct words, the proper organization—is a highly creative process. It is also challenging. Within a few minutes, journalists often have to summarize a complex topic in a clear, accurate story that will interest the public. Within hours, even minutes, the story may be read, heard or seen by thousands of people.

Todd Beamon, former news producer for the Baltimore Sun’s SunSpot.net and a 20-year veteran of metropolitan journalism said: “Journalism still remains the highest form of public service. If you have a sense of serving the public, the best way you can do that—and still bring forth change—is through journalism. Journalism is the vehicle by which a variety of interests can, and should, be presented. Society, in America and across the world, continues to grow more diverse every day. This profession needs people who are broad-visioned, savvy and willing to take chances such that they can get out and talk to the various cultures of the community, city, state, nation or world—to understand their views, interests and concerns and to present it intelligently to readers.”

Students who major in journalism learn how to write well, communicate clearly, do research and understand the importance of objectivity. These strengths are important in any area of communication. Knowing how to write well has one great payoff: Journalists can switch their careers and still remain within the communication arena. Print reporters often become public relations practitioners; broadcast journalists move into print reporting; and magazine writers produce stories online. Hard-news reporters who no longer want the stress of quick deadlines become wonderful feature writers. Furthermore, in this age of convergence and digital journalism, reporters might write a story for the newspaper, layer it with video for the Web and tell it in a stand-up to TV audiences.

Being able to think clearly and write concisely are advantages in almost any industry, not just journalism. One journalism graduate who enjoyed art landed a job in a metropolitan museum. Her ability to capture an artist’s work in a few words was of great benefit when writing captions for creative works on display.

A JOURNALIST’S ATTRIBUTES

News executives want job applicants who are intelligent and well informed and who have a sense of the news—what is happening in the community and what people want to know. They want talented writers: good grammarians who can spell and write clearly and accurately. They also want applicants who are prepared to report, write or edit.
The news industry seeks applicants who are honest, curious, aggressive, self-starting and dedi​cated. The best applicants are also clearly committed to careers in journalism, willing to sacrifice and likely to stay in their jobs for several years. Editors and news directors look for applicants who show a long-term interest in journalism. They want applicants who have demonstrated their desire to be journalists, perhaps by working for student media, freelancing or working at an internship.

When Benjamin Bradlee was the executive editor of The Washington Post, he said he looked first for energy, for commitment to the news business and for a willingness to take work home. After that, he looked for knowledge, ability and judgment.

Retired editor and publisher Pat Murphy said applicants should have imagination, energy, a flair for risks, a passion for long hours and demanding deadlines and that indefinable “nose for news.” Furthermore, applicants should be familiar with city and county governments; be able to cope with deadline pressures; and possess an adequate general background in economics, history, literature, philosophy, science and math.

About 75 percent of all newcomers to the field come directly from college journalism programs. Editors are impressed by graduates who have developed an added expertise in some area of specialization, such as medicine, science, the arts or the environment. Partly for that reason, many of the students who major in journalism also minor in another field.

Smaller newspapers, broadcasting stations and public relations firms often hire applicants who can operate a video or digital camera, can work with information in spreadsheet or database programs or can upload stories to the Internet. Knowing how to do more than one job is always an advantage. In the last few years, the newspaper industry has been short of copy editors, so it might be easier and more lucrative for journalism graduates to obtain jobs as copy editors than reporters.

BE THE APPLICANT WHO GETS HIRED

William Ruehlmann, author of “Stalking the Feature Story,” tells of one of his first attempts at finding a newspaper job. He arrived in town a couple of days ahead of his scheduled interview, wrote three feature stories and submitted them to the paper as freelance pieces. The day he went in for the interview, the paper had already published one of his stories. He got the job.

Internships

Successful journalism students obtain some experience while still in school. Many students start by working for campus publications. Later, they may freelance or work part time for a local public relations firm, Internet company or news organization. Internships enable students to acquire more job experience and become better acquainted with the editors who hire regular staff members. Such experience provides a variety of benefits: It demonstrates a student’s commitment to journalism, improves professional skills and provides the clips, tapes or online stories that students need to obtain jobs when they graduate. Nearly three-fourths of the journalism graduates who find media-related jobs have worked somewhere as interns.

A news editor explained the value of internships: “It’s just not enough to have a degree. We look for someone who has interned, worked for the school newspaper and who has a pile of clips so we don’t have to play journalism school.” Another news executive added: “Somehow, some way, the real gutsy students will find a summer newspaper job. We are impressed with them. They show us that they are actively pursuing a journalism career. And they can offer us something other than a journalism degree: experience.”

The media employ thousands of interns every summer. Many news organizations have internship programs in which a recruiter schedules a day at a college or university to see all applicants who want an interview. Large organizations often set an early application deadline, such as November or December, for the following summer’s internships. Unfortunately, many students do not interview with national or metropolitan news organizations because they assume they are not good enough to be chosen. This is not always the case. Sometimes, students who sign up with recruiters to practice their interviewing skills win a job because they are at ease in the meeting.
Many students work as interns for smaller news organizations or their hometown newspaper, radio or TV station or Web site. Motivated students simply visit the business and ask for an internship. Managers might provide internships because they feel an obligation to support journalism education or because they want to help students get ahead in the field. Editors also use internships to observe talented young journalists whom they might want to employ after graduation.

Where to Look for a Job

Metropolitan news organizations look for people with several years of solid professional experience. However, students who have had an internship at the news organization have a good chance of being hired.

New graduates should consider working at smaller news organizations. David Halberstam, one of the great reporters of the 20th century, began his career at the Daily Times Leader in West Point, Miss., a small town in the northeast part of the state. From there he went on to work at The Nashville Tennesseean and The New York Times, where he won a Pulitzer Prize for his reporting on the Vietnam War, before leaving daily journalism to write books. Smaller media receive fewer applications and are more likely to accept applicants with less experience. Also, jobs at smaller news operations often provide better experience because they offer journalists a variety of assignments and greater responsibilities. The experience young journalists gain working in a smaller market enables them to find jobs at metropolitan news organizations later. Another avenue for gaining valuable and marketable experience and skills is to work for a newsletter or other specialized publication that focuses on a specific topic such as criminal justice, oil spills or aerospace.

Graduates seeking journalism jobs should consult professional magazines covering specialized areas of the industry. For example, announcements of newspaper jobs are found in the help-wanted advertisements in Quill or Editor & Publisher, broadcast positions are advertised in Broadcasting & Cable, and Internet positions are posted on individual Web sites. Students also should check for job listings or consider posting their resume on the Web sites of professional organizations. Some that carry job listings and resumes are the Society of Professional Journalists (www.spj.org), the American Copy Editors Society (www.copydesk.org), the Radio-Television News Directors Association (www.rtnda.org), Investigative Reporters and Editors, Inc. (www.ire.org), the Public Relations Society of America (www.prsa.org) and the Newsletter Publishers Association (www.newsletters.org). Students who attend conventions of these professional groups also can make valuable contacts for jobs. Furthermore, students should consider the following specialized professional organizations online for job listings or resume postings:
· Asian American Journalist Association: www.aaja.org

· National Association for Black Journalists: www.nabj.org

· Native American Journalists Association: www.naja.com

· National Association of Hispanic Journalists: www.nahj.org

· National Gay & Lesbian Journalists Association: www.nlgja.org

· Women in Communication, Inc.: www.womcom.org

The Cover Letter, Resume and Work Examples

A resume is an opportunity for an applicant to highlight and summarize his or her work experience and skills to a prospective employer. If candidates apply for a position through traditional or electronic mail, they send their resume with a cover letter and work samples. If candidates apply for the position in person, they submit the resume and work samples when they fill out and turn in the company’s job application form.

The cover letter should be addressed to the specific individual at a news organization who is responsible for hiring and focus on the particular position for which the candidate is applying. A cover letter may include information supplemental to the applicant’s resume, or it may highlight important points about the applicant for the editor to note. Successful applicants stress their particular strengths that can help the company. A good cover letter begins as would a news story, with a lead that will capture the attention of the reader. It often ends with the applicant’s dis​playing initiative by promising to call the editor in a few days to schedule an appointment. Word​ing for the cover letter should be specific, concise and direct. After all, applicants who cannot present a well-written cover letter might lack journalistic skills as well.

Resume formats vary. However, the layout and content of the resume is designed to give a prospective employer a good understanding of the applicant within 30 seconds. Readability is a key ingredient. A cluttered resume is too hard to read quickly and one with too much space wastes time. Too many underscores and bold characters lose their purpose of making a few, important points stand out.
Work samples are duplicated legibly and pertain to the job position. They represent the strongest examples of an applicant’s work. Applicants type notes at the top or the bottom of the page or write on sticky notes indicating what they did on the story or why they want to show it to the prospective editor. For example, the applicant might write that the story was written within a 30-minute deadline or describe the lengths the writer went to in finding a crucial fact.

The Job Interview

When an applicant’s cover letter, resume and clips impress an editor, the applicant may be invited for an interview, a critical step in obtaining a job. When applicants appear for an interview, they bring evidence of commitment and experience, such as additional clips or other samples of their work.

An applicant’s appearance in an interview is important. In a study by the National Association of Colleges and Employers, 92 percent of the employers of new college graduates said that a candidate’s overall appearance influenced their opinion about the candidate. About 65 to 83 percent of the employers said that nontraditional attire—body piercing, obvious tattoos, unusual hair color and unusual hairstyles—negatively influenced them. Every applicant should appear clean, neat and in appropriate business attire. An applicant’s appearance should not detract from what an applicant has to say.

During a typical interview, an applicant is likely to meet managers and editors and other members of a news organization’s staff. Successful applicants are enthusiastic, honest, confident, consistent and positive. They use the person’s name and speak in a relaxed yet assertive voice.

The editors will want to learn more about the applicant: strengths, personality, interests and intelligence. They will want to know about an applicant’s expectations and understanding of journalism. Is the applicant realistic about the salary range, and aware that work might include evenings, weekends and holidays? If the applicant wants to be a columnist, editorial writer or Washington correspondent, it could take several years to achieve that goal. And, if the applicant wants to be a foreign correspondent, the ability to speak foreign languages is an advantage.
During an interview, editors might ask questions like the following ones:
· What can you tell me about yourself ?

· What books and magazines have you read during the last month or two?
· Why do you want to be a journalist?
· Why should I hire you?
· What are your short- and long-range goals?
· What is it that you like about this particular company?
· What would you like to know about us (the news organization and company that owns it)?

Kent University offers additional questions commonly asked during an interview and tips for handing the responses at http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/interviews/ivjournalism.htm. Employers look for answers that provide evidence of an applicant’s commitment, intelligence and initiative.
Applicants ask questions, too. Questions that are thoughtful and informed impress interviewers. Applicants ask about assignments or opportunities for advancement. They are prepared to talk intelligently about the news industry generally and media organizations specifically. Successful candidates will have studied the company and the area before the interview. They also will have examined recent editions of the newspaper (printed or online), newsletter, newscast or Web site.

Applicants should be ready to give three references who are previous employers, professors or other individuals knowledgeable about the applicant’s accomplishments and work ethic.

After the interview, applicants write a letter thanking the editors and expressing a continued interest in the job. If they are not hired immediately, they continue to write to the editors every few months, submitting fresh clips or other samples of work.

When offered a job, it is important to understand the offer. Is it a full-time position? Does it begin with a probation period? If so, how long is that probation, and will the salary increase when probation is over? What do company benefits include, such as insurance coverage? Also, will the company provide a car for reporters and photographers? If not, will the company pay mileage and other expenses?

Job Testing

Increasingly, news organizations test job applicants. Some also test current employees who want a promotion. The tests range from simple typing exams to more elaborate tests of an applicant’s personality, mental ability, management skills and knowledge of current events. News organizations everywhere are also testing applicants for drugs. Almost all news organizations that give entry-level tests want to learn more about applicants’ ability to spell and knowledge of grammar and punctuation. Most also test writing ability, and others check reporting and copyediting skills. To test their writing skills, applicants might have to write a story summarizing information from rough notes.

Starting Salaries

Generally, people with better education and more experience earn higher salaries.
Earnings for entry-level journalists depend on the type of job, and the size and location and type of news organization. For example, graduates with journalism and mass communication degrees frequently earned higher salaries in the West and Northeast.

The salaries and numbers of jobs in journalism and mass communication generally follow the nation’s economy and job market trend. Almost all of the recent graduates in journalism and mass communication who looked for work had at least one in-person job interview—and some had more. About 92 percent of the them were employed six months after graduation. Of these, 30 percent wrote and edited for the Web as part of their work. Their median salary was $30,000 for bachelor’s degree recipients and $38,000 for master’s recipients, according to professors at the University of Georgia who conduct an annual survey of journalism and mass communication graduates. More detail about the job market for recent graduates can be found at www.grady.uga.edu/annualsurveys.
Many new reporters double their salaries in five years, especially if they move to larger markets. However, many journalists decide to stay where they are because they like their particular job, news organization or community.
Newsroom Organization and Procedure

Most journalism graduates who work for print or broadcast news organizations begin as reporters. As new reporters, they might spend the first several weeks in their offices, completing minor assignments that enable them to become better acquainted with their employers’ policies, while enabling supervisors to evaluate their work more closely. Or, to become better acquainted with a city, newcomers might follow experienced reporters on their beats. Each beat involves a topic that is especially newsworthy or a location where news is likely to happen.

More experienced reporters have beats, often a specific building such as the city hall, county courthouse or federal building. Other beats involve broader topics rather than a geographical location. The most common of those beats are business, education, religion and features. Larger news organizations establish dozens of more specialized beats, covering such topics as agriculture, environment, art, medicine, science or consumer affairs. This system promotes efficiency, because reporters become experts on the topics they cover and cultivate important sources of information. Reporters often remain on the same beats for several years, become well acquainted with their sources and obtain information from them more easily than they could from strangers.

On a typical day, the reporter assigned to cover, say, the city hall for a medium-sized morning daily or TV station will arrive at the office at about 9 a.m. The reporter might write minor stories left from the previous day, scan other newspapers, TV newscasts or Web sites covering the area, rewrite minor news releases or study issues in the news. He or she is likely to confer with an editor about major stories expected to arise that day, then go to the city hall about 10 a.m. During the next hour or two, the reporter will stop in all the major offices in the city hall, especially those of the mayor, council members, city clerk, city treasurer and city attorney. He or she will return to the newsroom and quickly write all the day’s stories. Other reporters, meanwhile, will be gathering information from their respective beats. A few reporters might not even begin work until 3 or 4 p.m. The time that journalists report to work depends on the news organization’s deadline. TV stations usually have several newscasts: early morning, noon, evening and night. Newspapers have morning editions, afternoon editions or multiple editions. Some newspapers with morning editions have their copy to the printers by midnight. However, new technologies and digital transmission mean reporters no longer have just one deadline; they may be constantly updating and revising stories for the Web or for broadcast as they develop new information. Copy editors at morning newspapers typically come to work in the afternoon and work until the final edition is published, which could be after midnight. At an afternoon daily, copy editors might start their shift at 6 a.m. and finish about 3 p.m.

THE INDUSTRY NEEDS MORE WOMEN AND MINORITIES

Traditionally, white men have made up the work force in media organizations. As organizational experts have found in businesses around the world, managers hire and promote people most like themselves. This situation has made it difficult for women and minorities to be hired and promoted. A goal for some news organizations is to have the same percentage of women, racial and ethnic minorities as is found in the community or the U.S. population.

A news executive for Knight-Ridder, which has since been sold to McClatchy Newspapers, explained that different people bring different perspectives to their work, and no matter how sensitive and thoughtful, a news staff that is predominantly male and white cannot fully serve a genuinely diverse audience and nation: “Ultimately, the very best and most successful (news organizations) in our business will be those reflecting the full rainbow of human experiences.”
FREELANCE WRITING

College students often dream of becoming freelance writers. As freelancers, the students imagine, they will be able to set their own hours, write only about topics that interest them, pursue those topics in greater depth, sell their stories to prestigious national magazines and live comfortably on their earnings.

Getting a start as a freelancer is sometimes difficult. It takes time to understand what editors want. However, once editors accept a freelancer’s work the first time, often they will accept it many more times because they have become familiar with the freelancer’s writing. Once a relationship has begun, editors sometimes ask freelancers they already know to write special articles.

Freelance writing can be an enjoyable hobby or part-time pursuit. It provides another outlet for people who like to write and enables them to supplement their incomes from other jobs. Beginners are most likely to sell their articles to smaller publications, such as special-interest or city magazines. Those publications might not pay as much as The New Yorker, but they receive fewer manuscripts and are much less demanding. A freelancer’s indispensable tool is a book titled “Writer’s Market.” This guide, updated annually, lists thousands of markets for freelance writers and describes the types of articles each publication wants to buy and the fees it pays.

CHECKLIST FOR FINDING THE RIGHT JOURNALISM JOB

1.
Have a talk with yourself. In what type of atmosphere can you work best—an online news organization where new technology skills are used every day; a magazine, which has longer deadlines; a television station where talent for oral presentation is valued; a small newspaper that uses its entry-level reporters to do just about everything? Decide also where you want to live and work.

2.
Find an internship. Working in a professional newsroom increases your experience, your work samples, your references and your ability to ask good questions during an interview. Also, internships might help you decide where you do not want to work, instead of finding out too late at your first professional job.
3.
Write a cover letter. This should be one page, creative (not cutesy) and error-free. Use the name of the recruiter. The cover letter is the first part of your first impression.

4.
Write a resume. This is the opportunity to tell someone about yourself—work experience, awards, special skills such as computer-assisted reporting, travel and foreign languages.

5.
Select work samples. Some recruiters skip the resume and go straight to the work samples. Send a variety that will let an employer know what you can do. Add a short explanation of your work to every sample.
6.
List references. Include the names, titles and telephone numbers of three or four people who know your work. Former employers are best; professors are fine. Make sure your references can speak to your abilities as a journalist.
7.
Research the company. Learn what you can about the news organization where you’ll interview. Go to its Web site; read several issues of the newspaper; watch several broadcasts; and look it up in a directory, such as the Editor & Publisher Year Book, for newspapers.
8.
Prepare for the interview. Dress in business attire. Bring several sets of the same or additional work samples. Ask recruiters questions that make them think, such as questions about competitive pressures or the news organization’s goals. Show enthusiasm for being a journalist. Before leaving, obtain the recruiter’s e-mail address or telephone number.
9.
Thank the interviewer. Send a thank-you note within five days of the interview. Briefly review your skills and touch on something the recruiter said in the interview. Call or e-mail the recruiter if you haven’t heard anything by the deadline given you. Remember to respect publication deadline cycles when making calls.

10.
Learn from experience. If you don’t get the job, still thank the recruiter and ask what can be done to better your chances. You might consider reapplying to the same organization later.

