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Chapter 6/Gathering and Verifying Information

Lesson #6: Good writing depends on good reporting!
The role of social media in mainstream reporting is evolving.  It is helpful in terms of providing quick updates, but there is a dark side: being first with the news is not a good thing when the report is false.

Aggregated Journalism: viral dissemination of news by members of the public, who often use social media for this purpose

Explanatory Journalism: when reporters make sense of what happened by separating fact from fiction, good information from bad

Journalists employ two techniques to ensure thorough & accurate reports:

1. Multiple sources - the worst kind of news story is one with a single source

2. Verification – journalists should use the same investigative system as scientists…develop a hypothesis, then seek facts to support or reject it

Micro editing – the process of paying attention to detail

· Are the facts correct?

· Are names spelled correctly?

· Is the grammar sound?

Macro editing – looks at the big picture

· Will readers understand this?

· Are there unanswered questions or inconsistencies in the story?

· Does this agree with what I know about previous stories on the subject?

Morgue: a newsroom library where previous stories, photos, audio or video are digitally stored.  They usually contain full-text databases, meaning all words are indexed & searchable.  Using Boolean search commands like AND, OR, NOT allow you to structure a search.

ONLINE SOURCES OF INFORMATION

1.  Search engines:

Successful use is based on your ability to recognize the accuracy of information on the websites search engines lead you to.  Be wary of Wikipedia pages as news sources; while some of it is quite good, anyone can submit erroneous information.

2.  News sites, Social Media & Content Aggregators:

Sites give people a place (blogs & public online forums) where they can exchange ideas with people who have similar interests.  Sites like Google, Microsoft’s MSN and Yahoo News are aggregators that simply link you to copyrighted material; don’t use it without independent verification.

3.  Internet:

Millions of organizations maintain websites with useful information.  Some call it the world’s largest library.

3. 4.  Mobile Apps:

News applications for mobile phones and tablets are proliferating almost too fast to keep up with them.
5.  Commercial Database Services:

Factiva, NewsBank, ProQuest Newsstand, LexisNexis (and their competitors) provide full-text access to hundreds of newspaper & magazine morgues for a fee.

6.  Government Databases:

Not all databases can talk to each other.  Relational Database programs, unlike simpler flat-file databases, allow users to compare on data set to another.
7. Special-Interest Databases:

Private organizations find it useful to place information in public databases.  While it may be useful, it must be treated with a grain of salt because the data could be favorable to the special-interest group.  Their concern is to promote their perspective…they are not concerned with fairness and balance.

Evaluating Information on the Web:

· Verify Web info with another source

· If you take info from the Web, attribute it

· If you have doubts about info on the Web, get it from another source like or book or other person

· Check the URL extension to get an idea of the source and a hidden agenda (examples: .gov, .mil, .org, .edu, .tv, .edu, .info)

· Do not use info from commercial or non-profit Web sites without verification

· Check for date of last update

Conclusion: it’s the journalist’s job to determine whether information is biased or reliable.  Strive for balance between competing viewpoints.
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