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         Visit our How To website at www.howto.co.uk 
         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you can engage in conversation with our authors – all of whom have ‘been there and done that’ in their specialist fields. You can get access to special offers and additional content but most importantly you will be able to engage with, and become a part of, a wide and growing community of people just like yourself.
         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll be able to talk and share tips with people who have similar interests and are facing similar challenges in their lives. People who, just like you, have the desire to change their lives for the better – be it through moving to a new country, starting a new business, growing their own vegetables, or writing a novel.
         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll find the support and encouragement you need to help make your aspirations a reality.
         
 
         You can go direct to www.how-to-work-as-a-freelance-journalist.co.uk which is part of the main How To site.

         How To Books strives to present authentic, inspiring, practical information in their books. Now, when you buy a title from How To Books, you get even more than just words on a page.
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            Introduction

         
 
         
WHAT IS A FREELANCE JOURNALIST?
         
 
         A journalist is a person who writes reports and articles for magazines and newspapers. Someone who is freelance is someone who gets paid for an agreed piece of work on a self-employed basis. A freelance journalist therefore works for a variety of media companies producing written content to suit each publication. It is so simple to explain; I only wish it was so easy to achieve.
 
         I had to resist the temptation of writing an introduction to working as a freelance journalist so off-putting and so full of scare stories that any sensible person would stop reading right here and reconsider trying their hand at the world’s ‘second oldest profession’. The truth is that, despite everything, journalism remains a great job. One of the best. If you can get the work.
 
         Working as a journalist allows you to follow your curiosity and interests and to ask questions about things that under normal circumstances would get a door slammed in your face. It is often stated that being a journalist ‘gives you the keys to the city’ in the sense that you have a pass to speak to all strands of society. It has been my pleasure to interview the homeless, MPs, celebrities, drug users, authors, members of the council, musicians, a strongwoman, business people, a laughter therapist and a magician. 
         
 
         
ABOUT THIS BOOK 
         
 
         The first half of this guide will introduce you to the various forms that journalism takes. Plus other information that makes up the least that an editor would expect a budding journalist to know, and a bit more that they might not.
 
         The second half will introduce you to the business of freelancing. This will hopefully be useful for beginners and for the seasoned journalist alike, as many established journalists in staff positions are still smarting from being forced into freelancing by the recent waves of redundancies made to local newspapers.
 
         In the danger of sounding like I am making an acceptance speech, I would very much like to publicly thank all of the journalists who have contributed their time and energy and put up with me poking about in their professional lives. This advice from the many contributors will prove invaluable and I hope will make your career path less painful than ours.
 
         The reason I have structured the first half of the book into the different types of journalism that you might find in an average magazine or newspaper is to help you develop your own niche. Developing a niche isn’t essential but can give you a considerable advantage.
 
         If you are approaching this book without having done any writing before then learning to write in as many different styles as possible and trying the exercises will help develop your ‘writing muscles’ and increase confidence in your own abilities.
 
         This is the book I wish I had been able to read when I was starting out as a freelance journalist. I remember trying to find books about journalism basics myself, which proved problematic – most journalists tended to write books at the end of their careers. A collection of amusing anecdotes from the halcyon days of journalism, they also tended to be ‘top-end’ journalists and not very useful to a jobbing hack based outside London.
         
 
         I also found a couple of inspirational ‘Quit the grind and write your way to freedom’ type of books, which may provide a quick boost. A sugar rush. Before long you are back to holding your head in your hands questioning why the hell you decided to enter a trade where people are being laid off at an alarming rate.
 
         If you are lucky enough to have a clear direction of where you want to go within journalism I would still urge you to read the other areas in Part One. As journalism becomes a tougher industry to make a living in, you will need to continue to improve your skills, expand your horizons and develop more niches.
 
         
DEVELOPING MEDIA LITERACY 
         
 
         Another good reason to read through the different styles of journalism is to help digest the vast amount of information that is pumped out at us every day. The ‘consumption’ of media is so great that we are in danger of becoming obese. It is easy to feel overwhelmed by all this information, and disseminating true facts from opinions, gossip and educated comment is increasingly difficult. Reading a magazine or newspaper can be a less arduous task if you can separate the wheat from the chaff.
 
         Above all, I hope that this is a practical guide that helps you to find the course that you need to take to enter a tough but rewarding profession. 
         
 
         
FINDINGS ABOUT THE INDUSTRY 
         
 
         The interviews with journalists in this book also serve as a snapshot of the industry in 2009/10. Almost everyone interviewed says that their jobs are great, but express some concern about recent changes in the industry that have devalued the profession – namely pay freezes and redundancies. Let’s hope that the next few years prove to be a turning point for the fortunes of journalists, freelance and staff.
 
         Perhaps the greatest revelation is that many freelance journalists are working part-time, mostly out of necessity as work is hard to find. Many also supplement their work with some other job, which pays better than journalism. In my case, this is teaching. But for others it is working in PR, television, unions, copywriting. The other scenario, as Brendan Foley points out in the interview in Chapter 6, is that part-time journalists can be supplemented by a partner’s wages.
 
         
ABOUT ME 
         
 
         I don’t write about myself here for egotistical reasons, but rather to demonstrate that it is possible to make several false starts, some bad decisions, bury your head in the sand for a bit, change careers, make slow progress and then finally arrive at your goal. Oh well, better late than never.
 
         I came to journalism the long way round; I made several attempts from an early age. I had my first piece published aged 16 in a fanzine, then some more in a student magazine in my early twenties, and then one or two more in my late twenties for a local paper. I suffered from a delusion that someone somewhere would notice my writing and offer me a job. They didn’t of course, and I continued to work unhappily in various jobs wondering what the hell I was going to do with my life.
         
 
         Working in advertising sales for The Big Issue I started to see first hand how journalists and freelancers plied their trade. Working in sales for a few years also thickened my skin, which I needed. I worked up the food chain at the magazine and slowly became more and more involved in the editorial side, working a lot in my own time. Eventually becoming Publisher, which meant managing the magazine’s advertising and editorial departments.
         
 
         I had always wanted to work for myself and being freelance was a chance for me to do this and to finally concentrate completely on my journalism skills. Working freelance has been an additional challenge, and is not one to be taken lightly.
 
         I have been a professional journalist (I define ‘professional’ as getting paid for my work) since 2005. I realise I am just a few years down the track, and not one of the seasoned hacks that I mentioned have also written books. I think this is to my advantage for writing a ‘beginner’s guide’ as I can remember what it is like starting out.
 
         I have written for a regional magazine, local ‘what’s on’ magazines, online magazines, a national newspaper, trade magazines and business magazines. In that order, I built up from writing gig reviews and CD reviews free of charge to writing features and getting paid for them.
 
         I have had several niches in this time. I began by writing about music for fanzines and the student magazine. I wrote and read the news for the student radio station. At The Big Issue I wrote gig reviews first before moving on to small interview pieces and then full features. For other magazines I used my knowledge of homelessness and the social sector to write about volunteering, drugs, prisons and charities. Along the way I have also written about travel, business, gadgets, sport and food.
         
 
         Nowadays I also work as a teacher at Bath Spa University, helping undergraduates to navigate their own paths through the media and creative industries jungle. I hope this book also guides you through that same jungle.
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            Learning to write as a journalist
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            Tools of the trade
            

         
 
         When I worked at The Big Issue, about once a week the phone would ring:
         
 
         
            ‘Hello, I have written a story about a homeless man.’
 
            ‘I’m sorry we don’t publish short stories.’
 
            ‘Ha. Yes you do, I am looking at one right now.’
 
            ‘Ah, yes. Well, that was a story donated by Will Self. Perhaps I should have said we don’t publish stories by unknown authors.’
 
            ‘I am very well known in Dorset.’
 
            ‘Sorry.’
 
            ‘But it is about a homeless man.’
 
            ‘Sorry, not one for us. Good luck.’

         
 
         The first section of this book will introduce you to the tools of the trade. Before you start writing you need to understand something about who you are writing for, so the next chapter on readership is absolutely required reading. Read that, and you have my permission to skip, skim and cherry pick to your heart’s content. 
         
 
         
WRITING ABILITY – NATURE OR NURTURE? 
         
 
         It goes without saying that a freelance journalist is going to need to write. Contrary to popular myths, sometimes perpetuated by writers themselves, writing isn’t a god-given gift. Every child needs to learn how to read and write, and parents will tell you that kids take to these skills with varying degrees of enthusiasm. But that doesn’t mean that someone can’t learn and develop the techniques and skills that make them a better writer.
 
         Journalism is a trade and writing is a craft. To become a journalist you will need to learn techniques; and to become a master craftsperson you will need to develop your skills over a period of time. But all craftspeople need to start somewhere and the techniques explained here will give you the basis you need; the rest is down to your application of those skills.
 
         When I became a full-time freelance journalist I met up with an old editor friend of mine. I told him that I was worried that I just wasn’t going to be a good enough writer. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘writing comes in increments, you will become better and better the more you do.’ He was right. Another friend who is a very good guitarist said that learning the guitar is the same. You don’t pick up a guitar and expect to play it straight away – you learn a few chords and progress. Remember that some of the best songs ever written have only three chords.
 
         If you are still wondering if you are properly ‘tooled up’ to become a freelance journalist, read the section called ‘The “Am I up to it?” skills test’ in Chapter 17. It might just assure you that it is a rare beast that can claim to know everything about everything.
 
         I have chosen to structure the first half of the book as a series of journalistic styles for good reason. Any editor will be more than familiar with the freelance journalist sending in ideas which may be great but which just don’t fit. Reading your chosen magazine or newspaper regularly will help you to identify potential areas that might fit with your ideas.
         
 
         So how do we go about creating pieces that fit? Well, let’s go through the sections that most newspapers and magazines include and you can start to work out what kind of stuff you might like to produce.
 
         
ESSENTIAL TOOLKIT 
         
 
         But before we do, let’s return to our essential toolkit. Just as a painter needs a brush, a journalist can’t be without their armoury of questions.
 
         
             

         
 
         Who, what, why, where, when and how?
 
         
             

         
 
         If you remember nothing else, remember these. They are essential to the job of journalism but aren’t all you need to get started: you also need to have a good knowledge of your audience or the ‘readership’ as it is often referred to. Your audience dictates so much of what you will write; people buy their magazines and newspapers because they know what to expect from them. It is only the odd journalist who becomes known and has their name and a photo emblazoned across a page.
 
         The following will help you to identify what you are going to write and for whom. 
         
 
         
HARDWARE 
         
 
         Other tools of the trade that you will need are a bit more predictable. If you don’t know shorthand (which I don’t) then you are going to need something to record interviews with. You also need a computer for typing up your work and access to email and the internet to contact editors and submit work.
 
         The internet has had a huge impact on journalism and journalists’ work – information is available at the touch of a button and has taken a lot of the old legwork out of the job.
 
         For recording interviews nowadays I just use the record function on my mobile phone; this especially is ideal for phone interviews. I also find that there is something less obtrusive about a mobile these days. I used to use an MP3 player with a small microphone, but people don’t like talking into microphones. Leaving a phone in front of someone while you talk hardly goes noticed and interviews will be a lot more natural as a result.
 
         So I have recorded my interview. I now need to go back to the office to type it up. This is called transcription – I used to be very slow at this and spend a lot of time transcribing the whole interview. Over time I have been able to just listen through and hear what sounds like a good quote. Typing ability is a great help here.
 
         So as you can see the skills are straightforward enough, and the tools needed for the job are within the reach of most people. Think of journalism as a craft; it is easy to nail a few bits of wood together but that doesn’t make you a carpenter. And so it is with journalism. We will start with the easier end of the trade and progress to some of the more complicated elements. Go at your own pace and work through the writing exercises included throughout Part One, taking as much time as you need.
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            Who is the audience?

         
 
         Before we start writing, whatever it might be, we need to know who it is for. This is so that we can write in a manner that is appropriate for the audience we are addressing. It is no good using a casual, relaxed tone for an up-market business magazine for example. In publishing, the audience is referred to as the ‘readership’.
 
         
RESEARCHING A PUBLICATION 
         
 
         A lot can be picked up from simply reading the publication you want to research, and this is often the first piece of advice editors give to prospective freelancers. By reading through a publication we can find out:
 
         
            [image: ] What is its tone? Is it serious and informed, or relaxed and witty?
            
 
            [image: ] What do they publish? If it is mostly features and news it is unlikely they will take your opinion piece.
            
 
            [image: ] Are you suggesting something that fits within the current format of the publication? Note sections, word lengths and ‘by lines’ (see Appendix 1, Jargon Buster). 
            
 
            [image: ] Is there a list of staff and contributors in the ‘flannel panel’ (see Appendix 1, Jargon Buster)? This list and ‘by lines’ are signs that they do take freelance contributions.
            

         
 
         An editor will have a very good idea of the target readership of their publication. They will know their age, their interests, where they live and what kinds of things they will want to see in their favourite magazine or newspaper. You might not be able to ask the editor for all this information but it might be available on their website through the advertising department.
 
         
READER PROFILE – MEDIA PACK 
         
 
         Advertising departments produce media packs for prospective advertisers. They are full of the kind of demographical information that marketing managers need to know in order to justify spending their advertising budget. Essentially they look to match the demographic of their target audience with a publication that does the same.
 
         If I were the marketing manager of a London-based university, for example, I would be looking for prospective students aged 16–18; plus I might also know that students come from all over the UK and abroad as well (mainly from China). So I would take out adverts in some national youth-based magazines such as NME and Seventeen but also the Shanghai Post as this is what the parents of my Chinese students are most likely to read.
         
 
         Most publications have a media pack online which details the demographics of their readership. 
         
 
         How else can a media pack help the freelance journalist?
 
         
            1. It helps you pitch suitable ideas. Surprisingly this is the most common error of the freelance journalist. Although taking an idea to more than one editor is a good idea, the editor will quickly be able to tell if you have never read their publication.
 
            2. It can generate ideas. One magazine I have written for is Real Travel. Their readership is mostly aged 18–30 but there is a percentage of readers aged 55–65 with a high disposable income. So it might work in my favour to think of something that suits the older group – ‘White water rafting for the over 50s’, for example.
            
 
            3. Publications often like to publish something inspired by their advertising as it guarantees their advertising income. If you noticed adverts for a new product or service it might trigger an idea such as ‘Are these new style of walking shoes any good?’

         
 
         If a publication doesn’t have a media pack online, or if you are not online yourself, look at the adverts in it and see if there are any further clues to the readership’s age and interests that can’t be ascertained from the articles. If there are adverts for cars, it is probably likely that the readers have a good amount of disposable income. So is your idea about budget travel in Asia best suited to them? Perhaps something a bit more up-market would be appropriate? 
         
 
         
The Oldie magazine – an example 
         
 
         
            [image: ] 86% ABC1
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Average income: £30,095 (but a lot would not answer the question!)  
            
 
            
                

            
 
            60% have stocks and shares 
            
 
            
Internet usage 
            
 
            [image: ] 74% of Oldies own a computer and regularly surf the internet
            
 
            [image: ] 53% have a broadband connection
            
 
            [image: ] Over 88% purchase books and over 66% book travel online 
            
 
            
                

            
 
            So Oldie readers are used to buying products online.  
            
 
            
Charitable
            
 
            [image: ] An incredible 73% of Oldie readers give to charities three or more times a year.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Our charity advertisers such as Christian Aid, RNLI and Practical Action get a great response.  
            
 
            
Travel
            
 
            [image: ] Most Oldie readers take two or more holidays abroad a year
            
 
            [image: ] 67% of Oldies travel by air and 15% regularly go on cruises
            
 
            
Educated
            
 
            [image: ] Oldies read quality dailies, with 36% taking the Daily Telegraph
            
 
            [image: ] 87% of our readers cite reading as their favourite pastime
            
 
            [image: ] 42% regularly visit art galleries and 41% regularly attend concerts
            
 
            
Oldies enjoy a drink
            
 
            [image: ] 34% of Oldies regularly drink vintage wine and 42% drink malt whisky
            
 
            
A sense of fun
            
 
            [image: ] 73% of Oldies said they liked the cartoons the most
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Our cartoons set us apart: no other magazine has as many quality cartoons every month that entertain and make you smile. 
            

         
 
          
         So now I have all of this information I can start thinking of ideas that might appeal. For example, I might write about a charity that promotes education abroad, taking stocks and shares in companies that produce alcohol, perhaps the future of reading and whether eReaders are going to catch on.
 
         Some of these ideas might have already been written about, of course, which is why editors always prefer it if you regularly read their publication. It isn’t possible to read every publication every time it is published, but sometimes you can search their websites to see if your ideas have been covered before.
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            Writing reviews

         
 
         
            
Definition
            
 
            A review is a shorter piece of writing that gives the reader an overview of a new thing. That ‘thing’ is often cultural such as a CD, DVD, book, game, gig, theatre or comedy show, but it could also be something like a gadget or a car. 
            
 
            Reviewers are often described as ‘critics’ and reviews can range from highbrow critical assessments made by respected commentators with a specialist subject (such as The Times’s restaurant critic AA Gil) to a general overview that keeps the reader up to date with what is going on in the world. Each has their place and writing a good review starts with knowing what is required before you begin writing. 
            

         
 
         
STARTING POINT
         
 
         Reviews are traditionally a starting point for any budding journalist. They are short for a start so the chances of going wrong are much less. But also they fill regular space in a magazine and make it seem relevant with its finger on the pulse. Readers of magazines are often enthusiasts who buy them to keep informed about the latest music, books or films, so reviews maintain sales to those readers and keep potential advertisers happy. 
         
 
         It is common for magazines to farm out reviews to people looking for work experience and students without costing the paper anything. The writer bags a free CD, DVD or book if they are lucky and they also get their name in print. Everyone is happy.
 
         Well, it is rare that ‘everyone is happy’ – you have a few other briefs to hit first.
 
         
WRITING FOR AN AUDIENCE
         
 
         As already mentioned, every publication has a different audience and that audience will have specific expectations of their favourite magazine. Slate a reader’s favourite band and next week’s letters’ page might read like this:
 
         
            ‘Calling Metallica “a bunch of ageing turds” is the kind of comment I’d expect to read in Viz magazine. Rest assured, as editor of the Metallica website I will make sure that our 100,000 million members will be boycotting your magazine for the rest of time.’ 
                                                      Angry editor, L.A.
            

         
 
         So read the magazine to get an idea of the style of review the publication publishes. Or better still, ask the editor, who will probably say ‘read the magazine’ anyway but they will be glad you asked.
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