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Session description:

Your service-learning efforts are vitally important to your college and the greater community you serve. To gain the proper amount of attention for your work, it will be highly advantageous to speak with the news media in your city (newspaper, TV news, magazines, radio stations). In short, “getting ink” means bringing your work to community leaders who can help you further your goals.

This session will help participants reach key audiences and gain positive news coverage for their service-learning projects. Those attending this interactive session will learn how to prepare for media interviews, know how reporters think, get a point across by using key messages, develop newsworthy talking points, anticipate reporter questions, and represent your organization well.

Key session elements:

1.) Learning the basics. 

Know the “ground rules” when you do an interview. Understand what to do (and say) when the phone rings and a reporter is on the other end. Learn how to handle the interview when your supervisor wants you to stretch the truth. Understand the importance of being in the loop on all media calls within your organization. Learn how to line up interviews for other involved parties. Find out what to tell a reporter when something goes wrong (accident, personnel issue). Session participants will have an opportunity to ask questions and answer a brief quiz on interview basics. 

2.) Understanding the power of the press. 

In today’s society based on 24-hour news coverage, people are arguably the best informed they have ever been. If you are to gain exposure for the good work you are doing, “word of mouth” will not be effective. Your efforts deserve attention from the community, and the best way to reach your audience quickly is through the news media. 
Positive media attention will benefit you by gaining exposure for your college, increasing awareness, and hopefully, attracting financial contributions/grants. Decision-makers who determine where funding goes each year read the newspaper, listen to the radio and watch the television news.
3.) Developing key messages and “sound bites.” 

Before you speak with the news media, you absolutely need to develop key messages. Key messages are 2-3 talking points that pinpoint what you would like to see in print or on the air when the reporter completes the story. Imagine you have a 30-second ride in an elevator with someone in the target audience for this story. Hone your messages down to fit in this brief elevator ride.  If you can’t, your messages are too wordy and you need to cut them down. 
“Sound bites” are quotes that will get used by reporters because they are memorable and unique. They stick in the heads of the audience members. Session participants will be asked to write key messages and sound bites relating to their work.
4.) Helpful hints when doing an interview. 

· Think visually.  If you are giving a newspaper or radio interview, you need to paint a picture for your audience by using visual and action words such as “grow” and “flourish.” Reporters also love to have photos printed with their stories – it generally makes for a better complete story, and it means they have to write less. If on television, make sure the videographer has good footage to shoot – a person standing in front of a brick wall is not good. Scout out where you want to give the interview. Make it interesting for the audience.
· Dress neatly.  It is true that perception is everything. You will be representing your organization, in fact, you will be your organization as far as the audience is concerned. Plan your apparel for the interview and make sure your hair is combed, etc. If the interview is unexpected, do the best you can to appear professional or get someone else to do it.
· Make it easy for the reporter.  Journalists are very busy and are often working on a number of stories at once, always subject to deadlines and the whims of their editor or news director. The more preparation you can do for them to set up the interview, the better. Line up interviews with key people and ensure they are on time. Choose the venue. 
· Practice!  If you learn nothing else from the session, understand the importance of practicing your key messages out loud and anticipating reporter questions. 
· Don’t B.S. Don’t be afraid of saying “I don’t know” or “I will get you that information.”  There can be no greater sin than providing incorrect information in an interview. You will not only lose credibility with the journalist, but also your audience and your employer. Make sure you have your facts straight before doing the interview.
· Never go “off the record.” Good journalists are very talented at conversations, and they use this talent to gain information. Often, between “takes” during a photo shoot or when an interview subject is not answering questions “on mic,” reporters will want you to speak “off the record.” Don’t do it. Simply put, if you don’t want something to appear in the paper the next day, don’t tell a reporter. 
Remember, journalists are not your friends, nor are they your enemies. They have a job to do, and that is getting information from you and others. 

Motivations/Foundations for the session:

Media coverage is obviously highly effective in increasing the amount of exposure for college programs, including service-learning projects. Luckily, many of these service-learning projects provide for good photo opportunities and quotes from a variety of people. In other words, they make good stories. The challenge, however, is conveying your organization’s key messages in a way that reaches those you want to reach. 

My background as a journalist and communications professional for the past 20 years inspired me to submit this topic for consideration at this conference. Having worked in a community college setting since 2002 and covered college-based stories as a journalist, I understand the importance of making key audiences aware of accomplishments and projects coming from institutions of higher education.

Most people do not prepare when they are contacted for an interview. They believe that since they know the topic so well, they can answer any question at any time and that those reading the article will understand their point of view. “I don’t have time to prepare,” they will say. But lack of preparation results in misstatements, use of unnecessary jargon, and poor quotes that will likely not be used by reporters. 

What will be achieved during the session:

This session’s objectives are as follows:

1.) To give participants a greater understanding of the importance of obtaining press coverage.

2.) Once contacted by the press, attendees will learn how to develop key messages and talking points to effectively get one’s point across to target audiences.

3.) To communicate important tips and helpful advice to ensure the interview goes smoothly and achieves the desired results.

