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Writing 

This piece was developed with former senior adviser to the 
president of the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, Eric 
Newton. After reading through, updating and editng his book, 

Searchlights and Sun- glasses, I was prompted to consider what 
basic skills I thought I needed as a journalism student. I contacted 

practicing journalists as well as media professionals from the 
Poynter Institute and journalism professors to develop the concept 
and conduct research. It quickly became the top performing post 
on the Knight Foundation’s editorial blog, The Knight Blog, with 

over 9,000 views. A year after it was published, the piece 
continued to spark conversation. The article has since been 
posted on Medium, on Media Shift, on Neiman Lab and has 

warranted articles in response. It gained over 12.8K views on 
Medium, 2.4K reads and 272 recommends.

10 BASICS

TODAY'S JOURNALISTS NEED

JULY 2015 - KNIGHT BLOG 
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One week into college, my journalism professor gave a lecture on what 
journalists need to know—except he didn’t really explain anything. He 
just complained about the fact that journalists were expected to know 
too much. 

I panicked. 

That week, I changed my major three times, looking for something that 
encompassed every skill needed in the media industry. I’ll save 
prospective students the trouble: It doesn’t exist. 

That’s because the industry changes too quickly for any curriculum to
keep up. I realized that I needed to figure it out for myself. 

As a journalism student, I’ve been searching for a definitive answer for 
the past three years. I’ve consulted media professionals to gather the 
building blocks of a journalism career in the digital age. I’m talking 
about more than just bread-and-butter reporting. One conclusion 
surprised me: We don’t need to be well versed in every single app and 
every line of code. But we do need to understand the bigger picture. 
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Here’s what I believe today’s journalism students need to know (in no 
particular order):
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1. Learn basic coding:  
A little code goes a long 
way. In a phone interview, 
Ted Spiker, the journalism 
department chair at the 
University of Florida 
where I am a student, 
said it is debatable if full- 
blown coding is for 
everyone, but I think it
brings considerable 
advantages. If you 
understand what’s under 
the hood of technology, 
you can be more effective 
and efficient. Knight 
Foundation’s Eric Newton 
said, “Basic coding is the 
grammar of the 21st 
century.” Those 
fundamentals include 
some ability to hack your 
way through basic HTML, 
to understand embed 
codes and to be able to 
navigate a content- 
management system. 
Start here. 



2. Master math: Most journalists see numbers and cringe. Yet they 
need to know it to analyze data. Sports stories have scores and 
statistics. City beats have tax rates and census data. Political 
reporting has percentages and donation records. To sort through that, 
journalists need to know Microsoft Excel. There’s no sense in throwing 
out unemployment numbers if you can’t break them down for readers. 
So, make sure you can calculate the mean, the median, percentages 
and ratios. The key is to embrace numbers as a regular part of 
reporting, Spiker said. Start here. 
3. Understand the economics: Journalists have to understand the 
economics of the industry if they are going to become leaders. They 
need to know where revenue comes from in media projects. The 
Poynter Institute’s Vicki Krueger said students should be fluent in the 
business side of the industry to understand their place in an 
organization. Beyond that, this is important to know if your career is 
financially viable. Start here.
4. Know your audience: Understanding the economics of the 
business leads to understanding audience, metrics and engagement. 
News is a conversation, not just a publication, Krueger said. It’s not 
enough to know how many followers you have. Understand where 
followers come from and what content they respond to. Your audience 
is not going to be the same on every platform, so it’s important to 
understand which readers are where. Engage in conversation with 
readers. Some companies track digital viewership on Omniture or 
Google Analytics. Find out what analytics you have access to, but 
make sure you’re looking at more than just the number of visitors. 
Start here. 
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5. Build your brand: If you’re lucky enough to have an individual 
brand, readers should associate you with a topic the way they 
associate Kleenex with tissues. Getting a job isn’t just about your skills 
anymore. Having a following brings traffic and revenue to a company. 
It usually happens naturally with journalists who are very involved in 
social media. Poynter says branding starts online, where all your online 
platforms and personalities meet. Build a personal blog or website. 
Start here. 
6. Engage on social media: Many sources are making news on social 
media. Consider police and fire agencies that use Twitter to share 
updates, which are picked up by journalists and breaking news 
accounts. Influential figures such as celebrities are more likely to make 
news now posting something online (Taylor Swift, anyone?). It’s okay 
to get information from social media, and you should (if you can verify 
it). Try live reporting via Twitter at an event, and then use those tweets 
as notes to write a story at the end of the day. Facebook is a little 
different. Seek reader input and highlight the important quotes. Use 
Snapchat and Instagram to make readers feel part of a story. Start 
here. 

7. Keep it under 140: With the introduction of text alerts, journalists 
need to communicate the news in the shortest, most effective way 
possible. You need to summarize the story in 140 characters or less, 
including the link to your work. (What would we do without bit.ly?) Your 
blurb also has to be compelling enough to get readers to follow the 
link. I practice this is by enabling character count on my text 
messages, but another huge part of this is search engine optimization 
(SEO). Your headlines must contain key words, so when readers 
search for information, your work comes up first. Start here. 

"Getting a job isn't just about 
your skills anymore."
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8. Produce content on multiple platforms: Increasingly, reporters 
need to know how to photograph, edit, create video and create 
graphics. That no longer means carrying around heavy equipment; 
filming and editing on a smartphone will do. Many outlets use 
Videolicious, a company that Knight Foundation has invested in 
through its Enterprise Fund, to shoot, edit and publish short video. It’s 
the expectation of digital readers that your work will include more than 
just text. It’s not enough to simply know the skills, though. Spiker, the 
University of Florida’s journalism department chair, said students “with 
critical-thinking skills will be able to determine the best story 
presentations for different audiences and different pieces.” The list is 
endless. Start here. 
9. Clean your copy: Being digitally savvy won’t mean anything if your 
work is littered with mistakes. Poynter’s Krueger said your credibility 
as a journalist depends on the messages you send. We are in an age 
of instant publishing, but being the first to post means nothing if eager 
readers find a simple mistake in seconds. Without clarity, the nature of 
our profession is lost. Familiarize yourself with the basics. Start here. 
10. Stay adaptable: Today’s digital toolbox may not be tomorrow’s. 
The important skill, then, is a bigger one: the ability to adapt to new 
technology. Most of the important skills are more like talents: the
ability to generate original and meaningful ideas, critical thinking, 
collaboration, and general knowledge as well as specialized 
knowledge in areas of interest. To my fellow students: Make sure you 
explore every new skill and practice as it comes along. So where do 
you start? Write a blog post of your own about what students need to 
know. And then, in a few months, write it again. I know I will.



Writing 

This was one of the first pieces I wrote as an intern on at the 
National Content Center at CNN Headquarters. It required 

extensive editorial research as well as extra care and sensitivity. It 
was one of the top performing posts on CNN.com and the mobile 
app, and ran on multiple local affiliate websites. This piece had an 

average engagement time of 53 seconds. 

WORLD'S FIRST

FULLY ACCESSIBLE WATERPARK

JUNE 2017 - CNN 
9
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Writing 

This piece was written with while at a digital media residency at 
the Walter Cronkite School of Journalism in Phoenix, Arizona 

through the Dow Jones News Fund. I worked with 10 of the top 
journalists in the country to put together a multimedia piece 

about jazz in Phoenix. My specific piece focuses on how women 
in the jazz community are few and underrepresented. This story 
involved traveling throughout Arizona to speak with prominent 
female jazz musicians, research into the history of women in 

jazz, and sorting through data on jazz audiences.

THE BRASS CEILING

A LOOK AT WOMEN IN JAZZ

MAY 2016 - DOW JONES NEWS FUND 13
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Design 

While at my digital media residency at the Walter Cronkite School of 
Journalism in Phoenix, Arizona through the Dow Jones News Fund, I was 
responsible for web production and design in addition to my own story. I

worked with 10 of the top journalists in the country to put together a 
multimedia piece about jazz in Phoenix. I worked with one other web 

producer over just three days to create a color palette for the site, a logo for 
multimedia pieces to keep the project consistent, a font book and templates 

for each of the pages on the site. I was responsible for adjusting the coding of
the website to make the parallax theme work for our content. Part of the 

design production involved optimizing the site for mobile. During the project's 
review and critique, the site design was regarded as clean, interactive and 

visually appealing. 

J[AZ]Z

THE RHYTHM OF PHOENIX

MAY 2016 - DOW JONES NEWS FUND 17
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The landing page showcases the project's 

logo, with a magazine-style layout. We used 

music notes to signify the end of text.
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Further down on the landing page, I created 

buttons for the different pages of the project 

using photos. Users can select a topic, or 

continue scrolling.
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Site design involved carefully placing multiple 

elements and visually displaying information. 



The site begins with a 

video background. 

Users can scroll down 

to access the content.
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BOO
December 2015

THIS PHOTO WAS TAKEN AT A BAT WILDLIFE CONSERVATORY
IN GAINESVILLE, FLORIDA. GETTING THE ANIMAL, WHICH 
FRIGHTENED EASILY, TO STAY STILL SO CLOSE TO THE 

CAMERA WAS CHALLENGING. THIS PHOTO WAS ALSO TAKEN 
ON MOBILE, SHOWCASING MY COMFORT TAKING 
PROFESSIONAL PHOTOGRAPHS ON THE SCENE. 

Photography 
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HATS OFF
April 2016

THIS PHOTO WAS TAKEN FOR BEFORE GRADUATION AT THE
UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA AS PART OF A PHOTOSHOOT. 

CHALLENGES INCLUDED FINDING CORRECT LIGHTING AND 
BACKGROUND, AS MANY OTHERS WERE TRYING TO TAKE 

THE SAME PHOTO.

Photography 
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Graphic Design 

While at my digital media residency at the Walter Cronkite School of 
Journalism in Phoenix, Arizona through the Dow Jones News Fund, I took 

on the role of infographic design for my group. Creation of this graphic 
involved the use of photoshop and illustrator. It also involved data journalism
skills, as most of the information came from lengthy spreadsheets provided 

by the National Endowment for the Arts.

HIS GENRE

THE BRASS CEILING

MAY 2016 - DOW JONES NEWS FUND 26





Graphic Design 

While at the International Center for Journalists, one of my largest projects 
was find a better way to share the impact of one of ICFJ's largest programs,

the U.S.-Pakistan Exchange Program. I used a collection of graphics, 
interactive, photos, videos and stories to produce an accessible page for 

our audience. This graphic provides a summary of all the information found 
throughout the course of the project. 

U.S.-PAKISTAN

EXCHANGE 

AUGUST 2016 - INTERNATIONAL CENTER FOR JOURNALISTS 26





PAIGE
LEVIN


