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INTRODUCTION
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A journalist is a grumbler, a censurer, a giver of advice, a regent of sovereigns, a tutor of nations. Four hostile newspapers are more to be feared than a thousand bayonets.
—NAPOLEON BONAPARTE, French leader



Our View of Journalism

This is a book about how to create good journalism, and perhaps even great journalism. One author, Mike Wallace, is one of America’s premier journalists, with almost seventy years of experience as a reporter and anchorman. He has won nearly every prize a television journalist can receive, including twenty-one Emmy Awards, most of them for his work on CBS News’ 60 Minutes. The other author, Beth Knobel, is an award-winning reporter turned journalism educator whose experience in newspapers, radio, and television stretches back nearly thirty years. The journalist and the journalism professor are teaming up in this book to unlock the mysteries of our profession, in the hope that our stories and advice will be useful to the next generation of journalists.

In doing so, we realize that this is a particularly difficult time to be starting out in journalism. As we write this, the news business is in terrible shape. Newspapers and magazines are folding in droves as their costs start to outstrip their revenues. Almost every print publication is shrinking, because fewer and fewer readers are willing to pay for something they can get for free on the Internet. Network television, too, is attracting fewer and fewer viewers to its news programs. Not only are there few new jobs in traditional journalism these days, but the number of jobs overall has continued to fall—thousands of journalists have lost their jobs in recent months. This creates an extremely difficult situation for all reporters, but for young journalists in particular.

This state of affairs makes the need for this book more urgent, not less. Young journalists will need all the knowledge and skills they can get to compete in this tough market. Journalists who are starting out will need to show that they know the best practices in the business, in terms of both skills and knowledge. And even as the media landscape changes and the Internet comes to dominate other media, the journalists who will be working in the twenty-first century will benefit from the fundamentals we recommend in this book. The medium may change, but the essentials of quality journalism remain the same. “Adapting to change will challenge us all,” says Marcus Brauchli, executive editor of the Washington Post. “But the fundamentals of journalism will continue to matter whatever shape the new information ecosystem takes.”

As much as the media landscape may be changing, there will always be a need for good journalism. It’s one of the pillars on which our country has been built. The founding fathers knew it. “Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter,” Thomas Jefferson said all the way back in 1787. And today’s leaders know it. “Your ultimate success as an industry is essential to the success of our democracy,” President Obama declared at the 2009 White House Correspondents’ Dinner, addressing a roomful of the country’s top journalists. “You help all of us who serve at the pleasure of the American people do our jobs better by holding us accountable, by demanding honesty, by preventing us from taking shortcuts and falling into easy political games that people are so desperately weary of.”

You can point to literally millions of examples of courageous journalists uncovering wrongdoing, bringing useful news into the public eye, or otherwise changing lives for the better. The father of American broadcast journalism, the CBS News correspondent Edward R. Murrow, helped bring down a senator who was destroying innocent people’s lives by accusing them of being communists. He exposed and tried to end the exploitation of underpaid farm workers. He lobbied for civil rights. The late, great Walter Cronkite, whom we’ll discuss later in the book, effectively helped to end the Vietnam War when he said, after a reporting trip there in 1968, that the war was unwinnable. Just a few years later, two metro reporters at the Washington Post covered a little break-in at the Democratic National Committee headquarters at the Watergate Hotel, and the ensuing story brought down a president. These are a few of the larger moments of American journalism history, yet smaller but still crucially important stories are broken every single day. Multiply that by every country in the world and you get an idea of how important the press can be.

Despite the current economic challenges, history suggests that journalism is unlikely to disappear. During the past hundred years or so, every time a new communications medium has been introduced, people thought it would destroy journalism. When radio first became a mass medium, people thought it would kill off good newspaper reporting. When television came along, people thought it would make both newspapers and radio obsolete. Now, with the changes being wrought by the Internet, many people wonder if journalism can survive. We are absolutely certain that it can. And it must. The fact that applications to journalism schools and programs are increasing tells us that young people haven’t yet been scared off.

Still, each of those paradigm shifts presented new challenges for journalists, and the period we’re living through is no exception. The problems journalism now faces aren’t just financial—they’re structural. The Internet makes it easy to disseminate information, but it doesn’t necessarily make the information disseminated true or trustworthy. The Internet makes it all too easy to rewrite existing articles instead of doing original work. With the advent of blogging, people’s own musings sometimes take precedence over real reporting. In all forms of media, gossip is often being reported as fact, and substance sometimes takes a backseat to sensation. The overall discourse has become shorter and more superficial.

Although Mike and Beth are two generations apart, our view of journalism is essentially the same. We both see journalism as a tool to educate, not just titillate. We both think that journalists have to break new ground in order to have done their job right. We both think that journalists have a responsibility to tell their audience what they need to know, not just what they want to know. We both think journalists have a special responsibility, more than ever before, to help people make sense of complicated and controversial issues.

These statements may sound self-evident to anyone who’s ever worked as a reporter or editor, but our rather old-fashioned view of journalism is worth emphasizing in today’s climate. In these pages, we’ll try to explain to young journalists how to create what we consider to be great journalism—reports with both dramatic heat and informational light. That is to say, we hope to explain how to create journalism that is not just dramatic but also informed, knowledgeable, and groundbreaking—like the journalism we’ve aspired to create in our careers.

What we’ve tried to do here is to produce a book that explains the profession of journalism to students and young reporters, but which isn’t a textbook. Textbooks, while instructive, are difficult to sit down and read. Journalism needs a manifesto right now to set young journalists on the right path, and we hope that this is it.

We hope that the stories, lessons, and thoughts contained in these pages will help inspire young journalists to carry the torch as it should be carried—and give them the basic skills they need to get started. We cannot say that we know everything there is to know about this profession, or that we’ve always been perfect journalists ourselves. But our decades of work and those of our friends have provided some good stories and useful lessons.
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Journalism will kill you, but it will keep you alive while you’re at it.
—HORACE GREELEY, newspaper editor



Why This Book?

This work was born at Fordham University in New York in late 2007, where Beth teaches a class entitled “Television News Innovators.” Mike is one of these innovators, and he agreed to speak to Beth’s students for the same reason he sat down to work on this book: he is anxious to do what he can to pass along his wealth of experience to the next generation.

Mike and Beth had met years earlier when they were colleagues at CBS. Before coming to Fordham, Beth had worked for CBS News, serving as the Moscow bureau chief from 1999 to 2006 and as a Moscow-based producer for two years before that. Mike and Beth had worked together on two stories in Moscow, during which we shared a few meals and a few laughs, and we’d kept in touch on all things Russian.

Many of Beth’s students later called Mike’s appearance at Fordham awe-inspiring. Simply put, he Mike Wallaced them—that is to say, he started questioning them instead of the other way around. After taking some questions that day, Mike started walking up to students and interrogating them, asking them what they thought of television news and of their Fordham education. “How many of you get your news from the Internet?” he asked. “How many of you watch CNN?” And the questions quickly escalated into questions of life and death. “Where do you go when you die? Is there a heaven?” Mike asked of the two hundred students who came to hear him. “Or do we just crumple?” The questions were very relevant to Mike, who was eighty-nine at the time. At first, the students seemed too stunned to talk, but they eventually opened up.

Beth realized that Mike had touched a nerve with her students that day. And several of Beth’s colleagues were also moved by Mike’s words. Paul Levinson, then chair of the Fordham Department of Communication and Media Studies, praised Mike’s appearance on his blog, “Infinite Regress”: “[Wallace’s] most significant moments at Fordham today came when he effortlessly moved from his role as guest lecturer to his much more familiar role as astute questioner,” wrote Levinson. “It was quite extraordinary. And deeply appropriate. What is a reporter, an investigative journalist, after all, if not a teacher, and sometimes of the most profound things, to the public at large.” Those comments gave Beth an idea about how to tap in to Mike’s natural abilities as a teacher, as well as her own, and she suggested they collaborate on a book. Much to her delight, Mike liked the idea.

So starting in December 2007 we met at Mike’s home in Manhattan on a regular basis to discuss the meaning of journalism. Beth made a list of the one hundred or so most basic questions her students ask her, and then we set out to try to answer them. Some of them were sweeping, like “What is good journalism?” or “What is objectivity?” Some were specific: “When you walk into a room to do an interview, what’s the first thing you do?” We also watched some of Mike’s work for inspiration.

Mike has already written two volumes of memoirs, Close Encounters (with Gary Paul Gates; William Morrow, 1987) and Between You and Me (with Gary Paul Gates; Hyperion, 2005), which cover the bulk of his career. But those books do not cover the essentials of the practice of journalism. Neither of those books answers the questions that Mike knows so much about—say, how to interview someone, or what separates good journalism from great journalism. So this book is something different from what Mike has done before. It’s a chance for him to pass along the secrets of his remarkable career.

The book tackles many of the large questions behind journalistic work, such as the meaning of truth, objectivity, and ethical behavior, but we also write extensively about the nuts and bolts of putting together a report, including generating story ideas, preparing questions, and writing well. A main focus of the book, given Mike’s background, is interviewing. We also muse about the future of journalism.

You’ll find that we quote people and examples from CBS News extensively in this book. This is not because CBS is the best network or has the best news operation, but because we’re both products of CBS News and have been shaped by its practices and traditions. And many parts of that long and history-filled tradition are worth sharing with young journalists.

Seven chapters will follow this introduction. Chapter 1 covers the essential questions of journalism, including truth, objectivity, the definition of news, and why one should be a journalist. Chapter 2 focuses on the preparation for doing a good story, including the generation of story ideas and deciding whom to interview. Chapter 3 covers the mechanics of interviewing. Chapter 4 focuses on writing a story for print. Chapter 5 covers putting together a story for broadcast or the Internet. Chapter 6 is a primer on ethics and media law. And Chapter 7 covers the future of journalism. We also include a Reporters’ Toolbox at the end, where readers can find checklists, suggested readings, activities for further learning, and a list of online resources.

We hope Heat and Light will be something that both journalism students and lovers of the news can read to receive a grounding in the profession, and to find the inspiration to do journalism as it should be done.


1
THE FUNDAMENTALS OF GREAT JOURNALISM
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The duty of journalists is to tell the truth. Journalism means you go back to the actual facts, you look at the documents, you discover what the record is, and you report it that way.
—NOAM CHOMSKY, professor and author



An old television ad for the U.S. military gushes, “It’s not just a job—it’s an adventure!” The same might well be said of the profession of journalism. We think it’s the best job in the world. It’s exciting. It’s interesting. It’s important. “I cannot think of a more interesting, fulfilling way to spend your life,” says Mike. “A reporter’s life, by God, it’s an absolutely wonderful life. Somebody’s paying the bill to educate you—to send you around the world, if you prove worthy.”

In this chapter, we’ll talk about why it’s worth becoming a journalist, and what kind of personality and skills you need to become a journalist. We’ll also explain some of the most basic things that journalists must do well, and some basic principles that should guide them. They’re the kind of rules that not only guide both of us but also form the foundation for most of America’s best-known anchors and reporters.

The Gospel of Journalism

The central goal of journalism is to separate fact from fiction. “Mike has always said that we are seekers of truth, and that’s what we are. We are seekers of truths that people would be better off knowing and that they probably don’t know,” says Mike’s longtime producer at 60 Minutes, Robert Anderson. “And we are looking for something that is hopefully of some significance, because the more significant it is, the better the story it is for us.”

Organizations that have consistently been able to uncover those kinds of important stories have become the pillars of American journalism. Consider 60 Minutes. The show was not an immediate success. When it first started, it was in eighty-sixth place in the ratings. But it became arguably the most successful show ever on television, with ratings in the top ten for more than three decades. The key to its success is not only its exclusivity—that people will see stories there they can get nowhere else—but also because the show digs to the bottom of complicated matters. “Thirty-five million people were watching because they knew that they were getting carefully researched truth. And that’s what they were after,” Mike explains.

But most of all, journalism is important. Journalists keep politicians honest. They shine a light on injustice. They tell people things that improve the quality of their lives. They keep our society free. “A vibrant press, a free press, is the single best check on the growth of authoritarianism, on the spread of totalitarianism,” says Marvin Kalb, former correspondent for CBS News and NBC News, and professor emeritus at Harvard University. “A free press guarantees a free society. That’s why it’s so terribly important.”

Without journalists, government waste and corruption might go unnoticed. Without them, people wouldn’t know about important medical advances. And without reporters, we wouldn’t know who is in need and how to help them. Simply put, journalists make our world a better place.

Robert Anderson says the stories he’s proudest of are the ones that revealed evil or good. One that springs to his mind is a piece he did about a U.S. government program that provides drugs to people in other nations who are living with HIV and AIDS. “Today there are two to three million people alive, most of them in Africa, because of a program that George Bush started, that a bipartisan Congress approved, of providing pills to people with HIV/AIDS. And for years people were dying in Africa from AIDS and Americans didn’t really know about it,” Anderson explains. His team went off to Uganda and met with people who would have died had they not been provided with medication through this program. “We were pointing out that they’re all living because we’re providing the pills. I find that an amazingly significant story,” he says.

Most journalists say there’s a certain sense of responsibility involved in deciding to become a reporter, beyond what you might find in choosing most other professions. The best journalists have a kind of fire in their belly about what they do. “It is a calling. It really is,” says Mike. Roger Mudd, the veteran CBS and NBC News correspondent, writes of this feeling in his recent book, The Place to Be—a work about the glory days of the CBS Washington bureau, from the early 1960s to the early 1980s. “Most of us thought ourselves chosen. It was as if we had been lifted up by a journalistic deity and dropped down in the middle of the Washington bureau to serve our country by doing God’s work,” writes Mudd. The best journalists we both know, like Mudd, see themselves as performing a critically important function in seeking to root out the truth. “Exposing evil, exposing impropriety, exposing something that shouldn’t be happening, is our highest calling and we do it in hopes that by shining a light on it, the light will purify,” says Anderson. “And that’s a pretty high calling, as opposed to just trying to fill a page or fill an hour, if you can reveal something and make the world better.”

As important as journalism is, it’s also fun. We think it’s about as much fun as any job can be. What could be better than spending your days speaking with interesting people about the world’s most compelling issues? Top journalists such as Mike get to meet lots of important people—presidents, writers, and scientists. But he’s also interviewed thousands of everyday people, people who had been through something interesting or newsworthy. It’s not always the famous people who are the most memorable, says Mike. “It’s the people, the characters in history, who have accomplished certain things in certain areas.” For example, controversial euthanasia advocate Dr. Jack Kevorkian, whom Mike interviewed in 1998 and 2007, was not an elected official or a television star. He was just a person whose actions turned him into a public figure—a very controversial public figure. Kevorkian kicked up a national debate over assisted suicide by helping several people take their own lives. These were people who were suffering from various diseases, and many of them endured chronic pain. Kevorkian’s actions—which eventually landed him in prison—polarized the country. Some people called him an angel of mercy; others dubbed him “Dr. Death.” “I had great respect for him. He had the guts to do what he believed was right,” says Mike, “and he knew he was going to wind up in trouble because of it.” Mike liked covering Kevorkian precisely because the doctor’s actions were so controversial. “This is the sort of thing that a reporter loves to get, something that is questioned by everyone because it hits home with everyone,” Mike explains.

Most reporters we know have had amazing adventures and met remarkable people through their work. When Kim Murphy, a Pultizer Prize–winning correspondent for the Los Angeles Times, thinks of some of her favorite stories, she says it’s not really the big ones or the best ones that come to mind. “Interviewing the mayor of the small Iraqi town of Safwan in his reception room … he was a Baath Party apologist who was telling us how wonderful Saddam Hussein was, and he kept having flies crawling all over his mouth. Sitting with a dying camel, injured by a cluster bomb, in Kuwait. Making a headlong rush to the Caucasus in the middle of the night with a bunch of drunken Russians who weren’t going to rest unless I saw the sun rise over the high Caucasus. These were the tiny moments in a life of adventures I’ve been immensely privileged to lead as a journalist,” she says.

In short, journalism can take you to countries all over the world—places you never, ever expected to visit—and put you in contact with fascinating people you’d never have met otherwise, even while it gives you the opportunity to change the world for the better. We’re humbled by the opportunities journalism has offered us.
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If you don’t have a sensation of apprehension when you set out to find a story and a swagger when you sit down to write it, you are in the wrong business.
—A. M. ROSENTHAL, newspaper editor



The Right Personality for a Journalist

Interviews are at the heart of all good journalism. That means that journalists must feel comfortable speaking with strangers, no matter how personal or difficult the subject. If you’re naturally shy, you’ll have to learn to come out of your shell to be a successful reporter.

Journalists must also be hard workers. The work of journalism, particularly television reporting, looks a lot more glamorous than it really is. People who see Mike on the air doing a report on 60 Minutes have missed the dozens if not hundreds of hours spent researching, setting up, and waiting for interviews to happen. The hours are long, especially during times of crisis, when journalists may work for days on end with almost no sleep. To be really successful in the supercompetitive world of journalism, reporters have to work harder than their competitors. Jill Abramson, managing editor of the New York Times, credits hard work and what journalists call “shoe leather”—working tirelessly to chase down leads—for her success as a reporter. She remembers one story she broke about illegal campaign contributions being made to President Bill Clinton’s campaign. It started when she got hold of a list of all the contributors to the Democratic National Committee, the DNC. It was a public record, available to any reporter, but only Abramson seemed to spend the time to check it out. When Abramson started poring through the list, she noticed something interesting. “I lived in a pretty modest neighborhood in south Arlington, Virginia, not near where any Washington power brokers lived, and I noticed that one of the $50,000 donations to the DNC was from an address very close to my house in a truly terrible neighborhood. And so I drove over,” Abramson recalls. “It was really this squalid little apartment building. It was absurd to think that anyone who lived there could have donated $50,000 to the DNC. And so for the next two weeks, my poor daughter, whenever she had a soccer game I would pick her up and then make her drive with me to all these little neighborhoods all over the Washington area—there were some in Maryland, too. And what I found over and over again were people living in very modest situations who were listed as a $100,000 donor or a $75,000 donor. My daughter was appalled to see me go up and knock on the doors of strangers. I had to explain to her that that’s what journalism is all about.”

Lin Garlick, executive editor of CBS Newspath—which provides footage and reports to about two hundred CBS-affiliated local stations around the country—also cites the benefits of burning some shoe leather. She recalls covering John McCain’s run for president in 2000, when she worked alongside Phil Jones, one of CBS News’ most experienced correspondents. “When I was covering McCain with Phil, I noticed some correspondents, some producers of note, would sometimes stay at their hotel and downlink the press conferences. But good old Jones and good old Lin, joint age well over a hundred, we’d be there,” she says. She thinks that their diligence helped create high-quality reporting, because they had the background to hold the candidate accountable. “Phil Jones would stand there with this wry look on his face, tapping his notepad, and then he’d waggle his pen at McCain and say, ‘But what you said last week …,’” Garlick recalls. “You wouldn’t have gotten that by staying at home, watching on a satellite feed.”

Journalists also have to be brave, or at least bold. The profession often requires that reporters do things that are emotionally difficult, or expose themselves to some degree of danger. Reporters who cover war or conflict obviously put themselves in great peril. Such was the case when Mike flew to Tehran in December 1979 to interview the supreme leader of Iran, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. The ayatollah had just taken power after leading an Islamic revolution in that Middle Eastern nation, sending Iran’s king, the shah, into exile. The Iran story touched America directly: on November 3, 1979, a group of radical students supporting Khomeini took fifty-two American diplomats hostage inside the U.S. Embassy, threatening their lives and keeping them in captivity for more than a year. The interview with Khomeini was a huge “get” for Mike, as it was considered a first look at the new face of Iran. But Khomeini did not naturally make for good television. The cleric was so conservative that he wouldn’t even look at Mike during their interview. Khomeini stared at the floor or off into space as he talked.

So Mike asked him something that was sure to provoke him. After thinking long and hard about just how to phrase a question that would be certain to get a response but would not seem insulting, Mike quoted the words of the Egyptian president, Anwar Sadat—like Khomeini a Muslim, but someone who was a close friend of the deposed Iranian king. “Imam,” Mike said, “President Sadat of Egypt says what you are doing is, quote, ‘a disgrace to Islam.’ And he calls you, Imam—forgive me, his words, not mine—‘a lunatic.’” Mike covered his heart with his hand as he delivered the question, as if to request forgiveness for asking something so tough. The statement was so explosive that Khomeini’s translator didn’t dare relay it at first. “The translator was looking at me as though I was the lunatic for asking the question,” Mike remembers. Before Khomeini answered, Mike had to confirm to the worried translator, “Yes, that’s what I heard President Sadat say, on American television.” The ayatollah did not speak English, but he sensed there was a problem. “Khomeini saw what was going on between me and the translator—and he was making up his mind exactly what he was going to do, if the question was finally translated for him. He started to answer and began to say, ‘Sadat,’” Mike recalls. Khomeini was then speechless for several seconds as the question sank in. Finally, he said that Sadat could not be considered a Muslim because “he compromises with the enemies of Islam.” The ayatollah’s expression remained stony throughout, but Mike got to him.

Where did Mike get the chutzpah to ask this question?

“What are they gonna do? Make me a hostage?” Mike says, laughing. “You know something, I’m quite serious about that. That would be a hell of a news story, wouldn’t it? ‘Wallace has finally done himself in.’” Mike felt, as many journalists do, that there’s some safety in being a reporter, and that Khomeini was unlikely to retaliate in response to a tough question. And while that was true for Mike, Khomeini was brutally harsh with others. “At that moment I didn’t know yet that Khomeini was sending youngsters out to step on land mines, to permit his troops to advance in this war between Iran and Iraq.”

Mike’s interview with Khomeini was a major event, and the lunatic question would go down as one of the most provocative of Mike’s long career. The legendary creator of 60 Minutes, the late Don Hewitt, called the interview historic and “one of the great moments on television.” Mike says that his boldness is probably one of the reasons he has succeeded as a journalist. “I haven’t the slightest reluctance to break in and say, ‘Hey, explain it’ or ‘Why?’ or ‘Because …?’ or ‘Forgive me’ or ‘Come on!’ They are wonderful interruptions. They suddenly make the object of your scrutiny explain,” he says. And that’s what a good journalist has to be willing to do—to keep pressing until he breaks new ground with his questions. (We’ll talk in more detail about how to ask such questions later, in the interview chapter.)

Good journalists are often skeptics—but they need to be skeptical without being cynical. Linda Mason, the senior vice president of CBS News, remembers working on a story years ago about why the price of eggs was going up. It seemed like a simple matter of supply and demand to her, until she got a call from an anonymous source who claimed that an organization was limiting the egg supply. She almost ignored the source’s claims but ended up following through on them to break a story. “Luckily, I listened to this other voice,” Mason recalls. “It isn’t always the easy solution that’s the right answer. Sometimes the more complicated things are true.”

Last, good journalists are humble. We’ve seen reporters lose their jobs for being prima donnas—treating their colleagues rudely or getting so full of themselves that they didn’t do their work well. Most important, journalists must never let their egos get so big as to become insensitive to the plight of the people they cover.

The Right Education

Great reporters also need to have a broad understanding of the world. Journalists, after all, tend to be generalists, not specialists. You don’t necessarily need to go to a good college or to college at all to be knowledgeable, although going to college certainly will help you compete against other would-be journalists who have their degrees. But you either need to be well educated or to educate yourself well. You need to know current events. You need to know civics, history, and geography. You should have read some of the great works of Western civilization and be up to date on current culture. The more you know about the world, the more likely you will be to use that knowledge to identify great stories. Plus, any news organization will give potential employees a test that includes questions about current news stories, recent history, and literature. And if you can’t pass the test, you’re simply not going to get hired. More than that, you’ll find that you need information about what’s going on in the world on a daily basis. You can’t fake being well rounded.

That said, it’s not just what you know that’s important—it’s your ability to learn. Journalists are always being asked to become instant experts on the subjects they cover, and chances are, no matter how well rounded you are, you’re going to need to study up on something quick. If you’re going to write about a pop star’s career, you’d better be able to quickly learn which of her singles were most successful, how she got her first big break, and whether she writes her own lyrics. If you’re going to be writing about a city’s new rent control legislation, you’ll probably need to be able to give yourself a crash course on the housing market and landlord-tenant court. If you need to write about a financial fraudster, you’d better be able to learn enough about accounting practices to understand what he did wrong. One correspondent we know at CBS News once did 170 stories in one year on nearly 170 different topics. His ability to learn quickly has made him one of the network’s top assets.

Students often ask whether it’s better to study journalism or communication as an undergraduate, or to study something else, such as history, government, or a science. We think majoring in journalism is fine as long as it’s part of a wide-ranging liberal arts education. Others disagree. “That’s a terrible waste of a college degree,” says Anderson. “Journalism is something you learn by doing. Writing is something you can be taught, and to take a writing course or two, I think, is great. But to major in something called journalism is much too vocational. It’s like majoring in auto mechanics.” Still, plenty of top journalists have majored in journalism—and many have not.

Whatever the benefits of a journalism degree, the fundamentals of journalism really only gel once students go out and start working. On-the-job experience is the best way to learn journalism. Get a good general education and then get yourself a job as an intern. Find opportunities to learn your trade, even if it means starting small. Neither of the authors had the opportunity to major in journalism, so most of our learning was done on the job. Internships are a great way to start. Mason, who oversees the CBS News internship program, makes a good point about the advantages of learning by doing: “When you start at the bottom, you get to make your mistakes at the bottom,” she says.

These days, more than ever, journalism students need technical skills as well as critical thinking abilities if they are to stand out in this ultracompetitive business. “Start at the beginning. Learn how to handle a camera, learn how to handle a microphone, learn how to edit, and then do research,” says Mike. The most marketable of Beth’s students, whether they aspire to be print reporters or on-camera talent, know how to write for print, how to write for broadcast, how to use a camera, how to digitally edit television pieces, and how to design a website. The reason for this is that the Internet is creating convergence among media. On the Internet, all traditional forms of media—print, radio, photography, and broadcast—are morphing into one.

A look at the excellent New York Times website illustrates convergence perfectly. The site carries all the articles from the newspaper, but it’s also filled with photo slide shows, blogs, podcasts, and even original video content. For example, its film reviewers now not only write film reviews but also write and appear in video segments that can be watched only on the newspaper’s website. The websites of many other major news organizations—be they newspapers, magazines, radio, or television—have the same kind of multimedia approach. That means that the more ability a young journalist has to create all these kinds of reports, the more valuable he or she is likely to be to a news organization. “I’d be willing to do anything—floors, windows, toilets—whatever it takes to make you essential and flexible and in demand,” jokes John M. Geddes, who serves along with Jill Abramson as a managing editor of the New York Times. “If writing comes naturally, learn editing basics. If you know how to design a printed page, learn how to create a website. If you know how to produce a Web page, learn how to do research for graphics. While specialists will be treasured, I believe generalists will be in demand during this business transition.” A newspaper such as the New York Times has room for specialists because it has such a large staff, but the smaller your media outlet, the more valuable your technical skills are likely to be.
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It is a newspaper’s duty to print the news and raise hell.
—WILBUR F. STOREY, newspaper owner



Information Versus Drama

Journalism, at its heart, exists to inform. That’s pretty obvious. The very idea of “news” means it has to break new ground. But these days there’s more emphasis than ever on sensationalism. Mike thinks sensationalism has gotten a bit of a bad name. “There is nothing wrong with the word sensational,” he says. “Sensational is something that says, ‘Hey, I didn’t know that.’” But that said, journalists want their reports to be educational, not just titillating. How can one balance the need for hype that gets one’s report noticed with the need to go out and get new information?

That’s why this book is called Heat and Light. That’s a phrase Mike often uses to describe what good journalism is all about. By heat, he means the emotional pull of a report—the kind of drama or conflict that gets people involved in a story. By light, he means information—the fresh knowledge that a well-reported story brings. “Light is the truth, heat is drama—what makes people tune in night after night after night,” Mike explains. Heat and light together make for solid journalism. One without the other is less than ideal.

Mike came to his theory about heat and light in thinking about his signature interview style, the ambush. The ambush interview happens when a subject refuses all requests for an interview, and so a journalist tries to find the subject and interview him or her anyway, often just sticking a microphone into the subject’s face and firing off questions. When doing an ambush, Mike, his producer, and their crew would stake the person out until he appeared. The person might be walking into his office, going to a restaurant, or attending an event, when Mike would pounce.

Ambush interviews were a sensation when Mike first started doing them, and he thinks they put the audience on his side. But then Mike began to sour on the idea, because the drama such interviews created wasn’t enough to make ambushes worthwhile. “When you begin to do it in such a way that it becomes apparent that what you are after is drama, heat rather than light, then enough already. We are not getting light, and the heat is contrived,” he says.

That’s why Mike eventually stopped doing ambush interviews in all but rare circumstances. When Mike did do them, he would talk the idea over with 60 Minutes creator and executive producer Don Hewitt first to make sure the ends justified the means. “Hewitt and I asked ourselves, what are we after? Are we after light or heat? The heat business can be fascinating,” Mike explains. “There is a certain drama there, but that wears out pretty quickly.”

What’s an example of it wearing thin? Although we both respect him, we think that the early work of Geraldo Rivera sometimes erred too much toward heat and too little toward light. Rivera didn’t start doing ambush interviews until after Mike started doing them, and Mike thinks Rivera started doing them too often, and emphasizing heat over light. “To see him running down the street to get the interview diminishes the credibility of the reporter who is doing the interview. Nothing is worth that. Nothing,” says Mike. These kinds of interviews are fair as long as you tried to get a sit-down interview first and really need to speak with the person being ambushed, but they should always be treated as a last resort.

Although the ideas of heat and light came to Mike with regard to ambush interviews, the concept carries through to reporting in general. Every good correspondent should seek to shed light with his or her reporting. Heat is great as an accompaniment to light, because drama or conflict helps make the light of an article shine deeper and brighter. Heat and light together make for reports that people are likely to watch closely or read through to the end, maximizing the amount of new information that they absorb. Heat and light together also help attract viewers or readers. We hope that the advice in this book will help create journalists who can create both heat and light—and whose work will be both passionate and compassionate as it sheds light on important issues.
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The role of the journalist is indispensable, and as reviled as reporters may intermittently be, they are still highly respected when they pursue the truth and obtain positive results.
—HELEN THOMAS, journalist and author



What Is Objectivity?

When the authors were coming along in our careers, we were taught that journalists should be objective. That meant that journalists should put their personal feelings on hold and create reports with balance and without bias, based only on the facts. Of course, that’s hard to do, because all people have feelings and opinions. Yet most seasoned journalists usually manage, with practice, to suspend those feelings, or at least shunt them into the background, when doing their work. Mike, citing the example of three of America’s most influential anchormen, says that’s a key to success. “Peter Jennings used to keep the news at arm’s length. In other words, he was not part of the news. His views of the news were not part of the story. The same thing was true with Tom Brokaw. They both kept the news at arm’s length. I have had nothing but respect and adoration for Dan Rather, but he got caught up in the news. His reaction became part of the news. And that’s one of the things that brought him low.” We’re not fans of the kind of opinionated chat that some anchors do before or after a story, where they will declare something “cute” or “sad.” We just don’t think anchors or reporters should give their opinions at all. To give analysis of events based on their experience, yes. To give us their personal opinions of things, no.

Objectivity is the very basis of print reporting as well. “When you pick up ‘All the News That’s Fit to Print,’ you have the sense that these people who are putting out the New York Times care deeply about it, take it seriously, and separate the news from the commentary,” explains Mike. “Damn seldom does opinion find its way into the news column. There is an op-ed page,” he explains, referring to the page across from
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