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INTRODUCTION
After more than twenty years in the television news business, it's time to share what I know. Not because I rose to the level of network anchor or made a million dollars a year (I didn't), but because I've learned enough about the industry to save young people a lot of time and headaches. Following the suggestions in this book is no guarantee of success; but you will be able to navigate the minefield known as television news without feeling lost.
Whether you're a high school student looking for a college, getting ready to graduate college, or already in the business, you'll find useful shortcuts and tricks in this book that can hopefully lead you down the path to a successful career and speed your climb up the ladder. Everyone's definition of success is different; some are happy being long-time anchors in a small market, others want the brass ring offered by networks and top markets. But before you get too far into the career, you need to know what to realistically expect and how the system works.
And we'll spend a lot of time talking about something you won't find in any textbook: the unique office politics of television newsrooms.
I've been both a reporter and a News Director, so I've been on both sides of the fence.
This is the other side's playbook. The other side being management.
This book will take you step by step from the classroom to the field. You'll learn to save time and money hunting for jobs, how to work smarter instead of harder, the value of teamwork, and what it takes to climb the ladder of success. You'll learn how to make your stories better and yourself more marketable. There are, of course, intangibles. Things like luck, appearance and connections also play a huge part in this business. Like life, it is not fair. But if you follow the guidelines, you'll have a reasonable shot at enjoying what can be a very rewarding career.
You'll make mistakes, sure, but I'm going to show you how to avoid as many as possible. Because I've made lots of them myself.
Now, turn the page and let's get you started moving up that ladder.
CHAPTER ONE: CHOOSING A COLLEGE
(If you're already out of college, skip this short chapter and move on to chapter two.)
Every time I've been a guest at a high school "career day" two questions are always asked. (After the inevitable, "How much money do you make?")
"Where should I go to college?"
"Should I major in journalism?"
There are obviously a ton of factors that go into choosing a college, the primary one these days being the cost. But let's put that aside, because you can get just as much out of your education at a public institution as a private one. And you can be just as successful majoring his history or political science as you can with a degree in journalism.
How?
The key to getting the right education for a broadcasting career lies outside of a book. I can tell you how to be a reporter or a producer and save you a lot of time with the shortcuts in this book, but until you get hands-on experience, you'll have a harder time getting to the next level. You could get a masters degree in broadcasting from the most prestigious university in the country, but if you've never picked up a camera or a microphone or edited a piece of video, you're going to be far behind the kid who has spent his college years learning in the field during internships.
So, with that in mind, here are some very important things to consider when choosing a college:
-Does the school have journalism facilities (newspaper, radio station, television station) that offer hands-on experience?
-Does the school have a relationship with local television stations as far as providing internships?
-Have the teachers actually worked in the industry?
Let's start with the facilities offered by the university. If the school offers opportunities in both print and electronic journalism, that is a huge plus. Working on a newspaper will teach you to write. True, this is a different style of writing than broadcast, but good writing is good writing and you'll learn about editing, how newsrooms work, deadlines, interviewing skills and much more. Besides, most stations will require you to re-write your stories for the website, so you'll need long-form skills anyway. Radio can teach you about sound, delivery, voice inflection, and editing. And television can prepare you for your eventual career. The point of all this is to have as much media experience when you graduate so that your resume has more than just a degree on it.
Internships at working newsrooms (mostly during the summer) are invaluable when applying for that first job. Not only will you find out how a professional newsroom actually works, you'll make valuable contacts for the future. In many cases, many interns are hired for part time jobs while still in college, and have full time positions waiting for them after graduation. In most cases, you'll have to find your own internship, but some colleges work closely with nearby stations and often provide those stations with interns.
The faculty at an institution can be a huge plus if the teachers have real world experience. It is important to check out the backgrounds of the instructors. Have they actually worked in the field of journalism, or are they career students who have never stepped off a campus and teach nothing but theory? In most cases, those who have been in the trenches can teach you a lot more than those who haven't.
Choosing a major is a much debated topic. Once again, there are many factors at play here. Are you absolutely sure this is the career path you'll follow for the rest of your life? Or do you want a background that can help should you need to implement Plan B?
You can be successful either way. Majors in subjects like history or political science can be very useful, in that you'll have an excellent grasp of how government works. Since many stories covered by news reporters fall in this area, you'll have an advantage. These are also good majors in the event you change your mind down the road and decide to go to law school, which happens quite often. But if you pursue any major outside of journalism, make sure the school offers media opportunities like those described above and at least some journalism courses.
If you choose a journalism degree, make sure you take a good amount of courses in history and political science. So many grads come out of J-schools knowing everything about television presentation but not having any concept of how government works. You don't want to graduate not knowing the difference between a State Senator and a US Senator.
Many young people also wonder if a Masters degree will improve their chances of landing a first job. To be honest, in most cases it won't. But, and this is an important point, you'll be able to teach at most colleges with a Masters degree should you decide to leave the business at some point. Getting into the business and then working on an advanced degree will serve you well in the future, and these days you can get a degree online.
You're probably wondering why I'm spending so much time talking about alternatives to working in the industry. Television news has a huge turnover rate and a high burnout rate. The stress, the deadlines, the office politics, and the low starting salaries chase a lot of young people away from their dreams. So be prepared. You may be totally convinced that television news will be your lifelong career, but until you actually work it on a regular basis, you really won't know. An internship can tell you a lot. I've worked with many interns who changed their majors after realizing that a broadcasting career was not for them.
Finally, the answer to the most popular question. The average starting salary for an entry level reporting job generally falls between $15,000 and $22,000. Something to think about when those college loans come due.
Now, a word about the Internet. While writing for the web is now being required of reporters and producers at many stations, there's one kind of writing you don't want on your resume. These days many college students have personal websites or pages on websites. Be advised that many employers are being very vigilant these days in checking backgrounds of prospective employees. With that in mind, if you have personal information, opinions, or things that an employer might consider undesirable on an accessible website, shut it down or delete the material before you begin your job search.
THE INTERN'S GUIDEBOOK
Right about now many of you in college are soon to be spending part or all of your summer in a real, live television station. If you were smart enough to set up an internship, good for you. You are about to learn more in about two months than you did in four years of college.
But only if you use your time in the newsroom wisely.
Over the years I've come to the conclusion that there are two kinds of interns. On one side you find the dedicated, passionate kids who truly want to work in the business and make a difference. The other half want to get college credit for doing an eight week impersonation of a doorstop and look at an internship as summer camp.
I will never forget a batch of interns we had one summer. Shortly after their arrival, reporters began complaining that their computers were all screwed up. One call to the Chief Engineer and we discovered that the kids had loaded instant messaging capabilities along with all sorts of games onto all the newsroom computers. Incredibly, they were sitting at desks messaging people who sat two feet away. (You should have seen their faces when we took all those features off the computers. They actually had to speak to one another.)
There were a few interns that year who were above the games and truly interested in learning. One in particular was a very energetic young lady, who would drop in my office every day and asking to do something new or if I needed help with anything. She was smart as a whip and I had a hunch she was the real thing, so I piled the work on her to start. She never complained and did a thorough job on everything I assigned her. By the end of the summer she was actually bringing me story ideas and showing up at the morning meeting. She was only a sophomore, so the next two years she set up internships at a network and another local station.
Four years after I met her, she was working as a reporter in a 30's market. At the age of 23. She's now an anchor.
You want that for yourself? Listen up.
On day one you must be resigned to the fact that you basically know nothing. You may have been taught out of books printed during the Carter administration which talk about developing film. Or you might have had a teacher who never worked in the business and is obsessed with journalism theory. You may have been lucky and been taught by someone who worked in the industry. But until you've actually spent time in a newsroom, you cannot possibly know how things work.
Rule number one: you must be a sponge. Every minute you spend as an intern must be spent soaking up knowledge.
Even if you just want to be a reporter, I encourage you to spend time with as many different people as possible. Learn about the gear from photogs, as chances are you might start out as a one man band. Spend time with producers, and find out how they put newscasts together. Sit in the booth during a newscast, then sit in the studio for another so that you get both points of view. Ride along with the field crews, and help carry the gear. Attend the morning meetings. Learn how to edit video. Learn how the mast goes up on the live truck, and how a satellite truck works. Read the wires and every newspaper in the shop. Constantly ask people if they need help with anything. Beat calls, changing the toner in the printer, making coffee, sorting mail, whatever.
And don't be afraid to ask questions, no matter how silly they may seem. The only silly questions are the ones not asked. If you don't know something, ask. We all understand that you have a lot to learn.
At some point you'll be "initiated" if newsroom staffers see you as someone who is legit. You might be sent in search of the "chroma-key" or a photog may ask you to put a reflector back in a bag (a time-honored tradition which is hilarious to watch.) Be a good sport.
Dress nicely. We don't expect you to show up in suits and dresses, but "business casual" is good. Act mature. We don't want to hear how hammered you got in college, or what you are considering for your next tattoo. Leave the body piercing jewelry at home. We're not taking someone into the field who looks like he was attacked by a staple gun.
Be on time. Very important.
At the end of your internship you can ask a reporter or photog to help you put a tape together. If you've been helpful and sincere, people are usually glad to do this.
I've worked in many stations in which interns have been hired after their internship because they made such a good impression. So treat this like a job, not just another class. It is, in reality, your foot in the door. It's just up to you to show the staff that you belong.
THE ALMOST GRAD'S GUIDE TO THE REAL WORLD OF TV NEWS
Many of you will be or already are sending out resume tapes, and soon you'll take that first step up the ladder.
For many, the transition from academics to the real world will be a major shock. No parents around to coddle you, no ribbons for participating, no Disney bluebirds to do your laundry. You'll have bills to pay, food to cook, and, for the first time, co-workers. You'll share a newsroom with people your own age and some older than your parents. And you'll have to deal with office politics, perhaps a tougher art to master than the live shot.
Real life, it has been said, gives the test first and the lesson later. So let me try to give you a cheat sheet on some of the lessons and hopefully save you some years and headaches in the process:
-Beware the "bait and switch" job offer. This is a favorite tactic of News Directors hiring entry level people. They know you want to be a reporter, but offer you a producer's job and promise to "move you into reporting when the opportunity arises." Problem is, it rarely does. There's a producer shortage (due to over-staffing at the position, but that's a rant for another day) and so the odds of you getting out of the booth and onto the street are slim.
-Long contract? Fuhgeddaboudit. A three year contract for someone right out of college is ridiculous. Most people don't need to spend that much time in their first job. Two years is about average for contracts, one is great, none is better. Learn what an "out clause" is in a contract (basically an escape route to a certain size market, and we'll touch on that later in the job hunting section of the book) and make sure any contract you sign is read by a lawyer before you sign it. And if any News Director tells you that you "have to sign right now" or the job will go to someone else, leave skid marks.
-Aim high with your resume tapes. You'll hear from many so-called "experts" that you have to start in a tiny market. You don't. Some people have a tremendous amount of natural talent, and that talent deserves to be seen everywhere. Market 50 and up is a good place to start, but lots of people have been hired in top ten markets for their first job. If you're interested in a particular market, take a shot. You have nothing to lose.
-Photogs trump all. In this day and age, going to a station with photogs can jump start your career. If you've got two offers and one is from a station with photogs, that's the gig you want.
-Beware the "occasional one-man-band scenario." If a News Director offers you a job and says something to the effect of, "You may occasionally have to pick up a camera," your radar should go up, because "occasionally" often means "every day." Yet another ruse from the bait-and-switch department.
-Get your resume tape checked before you graduate. Too many grads wait until they're out of school to discover their tape wasn't good enough. Now is the time to find out if your tape needs fixing, because you still have time to fix it.
-If you don't ask, they won't offer. When you're looking for your first job, you really have no leverage as far as negotiation, but you can still politely ask for a little help with things like moving expenses. The key here is "politely."
-Sending links to your resume tape won't get as many results as snail mail. Mail is still the best way to make sure a News Director gets your tape. Sending out links in emails might be the only way to go in the future, but not yet. NDs get so many emails and many are reluctant to click on links from people they don't know. Many don't even bother opening emails from strangers, and some stations have policies against doing that.
-Consider the road trip. Many managers love seeing fresh young faces drop off a tape in person. It's great to see a kid take the initiative, and it saves the ND from having to fly someone in for an interview. Lots of people have gotten jobs this way. (More on that later in the job hunting section.)
-It's the tape, and nothing else. I'm sure this will tick you off to no end, but no one cares what your GPA is or even if your degree is in journalism. News Directors hire people who have good tapes that show potential. You may have gone to a prestigious school, but if some kid from a no-name college has a great tape, that person will get the job. And internships on a resume trump degrees every time.
-Write a decent cover letter. I couldn't care less if you tell me you'll work hard, you're a team player, and you'll go the extra mile. That's in every cover letter these days. Your cover letter should tell a story; what makes you special? And please, no cover letters that start with "Channel X has a long history of solid journalism and I want to be part of that tradition." These are pretty transparent attempts to butter up a News Director, and they don't work.
-Don't let power go to your head. There are entry level jobs for anchors and producers, and if you get one of these, don't start ordering people around. Nothing annoys veterans more than kids right out of college who act like dictators.
-Be the sponge. When you start that first job, listen and learn. Better yet, ask for advice and feedback. You may think you know everything about the business, but in reality you know very little. Seek out a mentor at the station, and if you're fortunate to work with competent photogs, soak up all the advice they dispense.
-Avoid the gossip chain. The aforementioned office politics can saddle you with a bad reputation if you're someone who stirs the pot. Stay out of office gossip and be nice to everyone.
-Start your retirement fund. Yeah, I know that sounds crazy when you're 22, but even putting one percent of your salary away will make you comfortable 40 years from now.
-Your co-workers are not the competition. You may be competing for a lead story or an anchor opening, but your co-workers are your teammates. The competition works for the other stations in the market. Be the team player that everyone claims to be in the cover letter.
-Remember that any day could be the day you get your big break. Never phone it in. You may have plenty of good stories on your resume tape, but you never know who's watching the feed or what ND is driving through town or visiting family that happens to live in your market. Doing a solid job every day assures you that you'll be ready to grab the brass ring when it comes around.
-Have fun. You're not waiting tables, flipping burgers, or working on an assembly line. You may be underpaid, but you're doing something that can change the world. Enjoy the friends you make and the experiences you share. The ladder isn't going anywhere, so enjoy your stop on each rung.
CHAPTER TWO: BROADCASTING MYTHS
I often find myself answering the same questions from young people who have been conned (yes, conned!) into believing a whole bunch of things about the industry that are basically myths. Sadly, these myths can keep people from realizing their full potential.
I'm not sure where all these started, but I have a hunch that most of them come from people who truly don't understand the business side of things. Might be from a college professor who's never worked in the industry, or someone who has paid so many dues that he thinks everyone else has to take the same route.
So, in no particular order, let's blow up some myths:
-Bigger market means better quality. There are big market stations out there that put out absolute garbage and small market stations that knock out a great product. The number next to the market size means nothing. The factors that matter are the News Director, the company, the quality of the photog staff, style of news, and the morale of the newsroom. You're better off working in a smaller market that will let you get to the next level doing enterprise stories than a larger one that makes you chase the scanner all day.
-Upon graduation from college, you have to start your career in a tiny market. This was never true, and it's even more ridiculous today. Bigger markets are hiring younger. The older generation is getting out of the business, and young people work cheap. There are countless stories of people who started in top 10 markets. If you're talented, you're talented. Send your tapes everywhere.
-You need to spend at least two years in your first job before moving on. While there is no substitute for experience, some people "get it" in six months and learn all they can in their first stop. Then again, some people in the business 30 years still can't do a decent package.
-"The job posting ended, so I can't send a tape." Let's see, the advertisement ended at 12:01 today so if I'm a News Director and I still haven't filled the position and a terrific tape shows up, I'm going to throw it away because it didn't arrive in the proper time window. Postings are nothing more than ads. If you're interested, send a tape.
-"I can't send a tape because the station has no openings." That's right and no one will ever leave that station and create an opening. Ever. Till eternity. Why not have your tape in place when someone does leave? Send it. Trust me, News Directors hang on to good tapes for a later date if they don't have current openings.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/120784 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!