Finding Out the Truth in School: Methods and Strategies for Getting it Right

1. Background knowledge and checking on the information you’ve been given are the biggest assets in determining when you’ve been told the truth or misinformed.

2. If someone won’t talk to you about something, there are, almost always, others who will. You can tell that to potential sources who are reluctant to talk to you.
3. If one person will talk to you about something, someone else usually will, too.
4. When you’re wondering where you can turn to verify a source’s information, or when you can’t get an answer in school, the most obvious places to turn are the actual and online white pages and yellow pages; reputable newspaper and magazine Web sites; and search engines like Google and Yahoo. 
5. Teachers and other school employees who are retired or otherwise no longer in your school, and people not employed in the school but familiar with it in one way or another, may be able to verify information you’ve received from current school employees.
6. The legality or appropriateness of school or administrative plans or actions can often be determined from bulletins, memos, bylaws, directives and other documents that can be found in the principal’s or other school offices; at the superintendent’s office; or on faculty bulletin boards. Always ask permission to look at material in places you assume are regularly out of bounds for students.
7. Research, through interviewing and reading, is an integral part of most reporting, not just “investigative” reporting. The more you know about a subject, issue, situation or person before you go into an interview, the better prepared you will be to get the information you’re looking for. 

8. Intentionally, or through ignorance of the law, people may misinform you about your rights in an attempt to thwart you from doing your job. To avoid being misled about your rights under the Hazelwood decision, and to know whether you risk committing libel, know the laws of libel and the Hazelwood ruling backwards and forwards. As complicated as libel law may be, just knowing the  basics will be enough to caution you when you’re in questionable territory. Get to know a lawyer or professional journalist willing to answer your libel questions as they arise. And you can always count on the Student Press Law Center for information and guidance. 

9. Ask yourself if you, yourself, are in some way the problem.
a. Am I afraid my questions will anger an interviewee?
b. Am I afraid the interviewee will dislike me, or readers will dislike me, because of the questions I ask or because of what I discover and is published?

c. Will I feel uncomfortably mistrustful or disloyal checking the truth of what someone has said?

d. Am I afraid to discover the truth?

10. If  people refuse to talk to you, or are reluctant to:
a. Convince them of the importance of their contribution.  

b. Guarantee them confidentiality if they ask to speak anonymously, but, using your judgment, try to dissuade them from anonymity if you feel that publishing their names will not jeopardize them in any way.

c. Tell them that if they won’t talk to you about a controversial issue that they’re involved in, that someone else’s facts, experiences, opinions or side of the story will appear without theirs, or that information or findings will have to appear without their response, and that you certainly wouldn’t want that to happen. In some cases you may have to tell them that readers will be told that they refused to comment.

11. Offering Anonymity

a. Anonymity may be offered or agreed to when sources have information you cannot get elsewhere from an equally trustworthy source who is willing to have it attributed to him or her; when their information or opinions are important to the story; or when publication of their name would subject them to retaliation, physical or otherwise. You should not give a source anonymity unnecessarily. 

b. Anonymity should only be given when you have reason to trust the source.

c. Anonymity should not be given to someone who is hiding behind it while criticizing or hurting someone.
d. You may tell your adviser the identity of your anonymous source if your source has agreed that you may do so, with the understanding that your adviser’s promise of confidentiality is as good as yours. Knowing the source and the information, your adviser may be able to provide wise counsel. Among the reasons an adviser may not wish to know an anonymous source’s identity is that she can honestly tell anyone who asks for it that she doesn’t know. Some advisers have preferred not to know a source’s identity because it might give her a bad impression of, or prejudice her against, someone she knows. 

e. On a rare occasion, the reporter may suggest anonymity to a source who may not see the ramifications or risks of being named in the paper.

12. Interview Strategies 

a. For interviews on sensitive or controversial topics, find a quiet, comfortable, private place where your source will feel as much at ease as possible, and allow enough time for an unrushed interview. Quick interviews are rarely rewarding or revealing.
b. Don’t begin an interview with the toughest or touchiest questions.
c. Don’t try to find out by telephone or email what can be better accomplished in a face-to-face interview.
d. Don’t threaten or intimidate a source, or throw your weight around, in word, manner or deed.

e. Do what you can to make interviewees feel comfortable with you and loosen up.

f. Show that you are knowledgeable in the area you’re reporting on.

g. Do not be afraid to show sympathy for a person’s emotional or physical state, or for the difficult position they are in, especially when you sincerely feel that way. Journalists can maintain their professional demeanor and mindset while still displaying honest emotion.
h. Follow-up questions are crucial and essential. Never be bound to a fixed set of prepared questions.
i. Gain the respect of the person you’re interviewing, through your language, behavior and dress.

j. Don’t use a recording device in an interview unless the circumstances make it necessary. Among their drawbacks: They discourage sources’ intimacy and confidentiality. They break down. When a source restates something, he knows his original remark remains recorded.

k. Even when a recording device is used, notes should be taken, one reason being the reporter’s need to review her notes for follow-up questions before closing the interview. 

l. Never secretly record an interview, in person or on the phone. It’s journalistically unethical and, depending on which state it’s done in, it may be illegal.

m. Beware of being conned or co-opted. 

n. Don’t be afraid to challenge or disagree, but always politely, courteously, civilly, respectfully. Never lose your temper or accuse.

o. Don’t be intimidated by age, position or stature.

p. Contact other schools for perspective and comparison. Is your situation unique or typical? Are your readers (is your school) better or worse off than those in other schools, with regard to the issue being covered?

q. Interview students from all grades, backgrounds, economic groups and career paths. 

r. You’d be surprised how cooperative and candid people will be about what you imagined they wouldn’t want to talk about or thought would be impossible to learn from anyone. 

13. Make your sources and your readers know, in every way possible, that you and your paper can be trusted.

14. Show irresponsibility, as a reporter or newspaper, and people will not want to open up to you.

15. Develop sources from every quarter: faculty, administration, students, custodial staff, law enforcement, parents, community.
16. Because of their perspective, experience and cumulative knowledge, longtime school employees are particularly valuable sources.
17. How real are these hazards and how do we deal with them?

a. resentments toward you, or loss of esteem for you, by faculty, students or others.

b. threats of retaliation by individuals or groups.

c. parental fears, anger or discouragement of your work.

d. resentment by faculty or administration toward your adviser.

e. retaliation by the administration against the adviser.

f. the possibility of hurting the school’s image, enrollment or alumni support.

g. embarrassment, ridicule, vilification or loss of respect of sources or people appearing in a news story or opinion piece.
18. The Internet as Aid and Pitfall:

            a.   Via the Internet, you can reach people in virtually any field.  

b.   The less a Web site tells you in its “About Us” section, the less  trustworthy it is.

c. Without the name of a reputable organization, or the names of specific people, a newspaper ad for a cause is suspect.

d. What is the background or affiliation of people whose names appear on a Web site you are getting information from?

e.  How recently was the Web site updated?

f.  Be leery of the validity of every forwarded mass email you receive, or even one sent to you personally if you don’t know the sender’s name and reputation. 
g. Check the truth of Web site or e-mail attacks, charges, rumors or just plain information, with Web sites like snopes.com, FactCheck.org and TruthOrFiction.com.
h. Google names you are unfamiliar with.

i. Wikipedia is useful but unreliable. Use it, but verify.

j. Be skeptical of information on blogs not written by  reputable people or sponsored by reputable publications.  
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