Your Information is as Good as the Questions You Ask
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The need of professional interviewing skills, of which asking questions is one of the key elements, is stressed throughout all journalism training courses. To let it really "sink in", why not end your training in this area with a real-life situation  -- in the form of a news conference?

Our Journalism Department has set up a partnership with the South African National Defence Force (SANDF) Army College, where they train their senior officers in "how to hand the media". The officers undergo their own training and at the end of it, a news conference is set up.

Dynamics:

Journalism students are split into groups of eight to twelve people and each group interviews the military students.

The officers prepare for the news conference by getting to grips with the security situation in one or other region in South Africa. For example, if the Army has to move into KwaZulu-Natal to stabilise a volatile situation because of political unrest, crime, xenophobia and other peace-threatening events, the officers will learn everything there is to know about them will assist the police in setting up road blocks, patrols, infrastructure as well as liase with the media. The officer is the CO of the operation, and has to explain to the press how and what is going to happen. However, these officers have orders not to divulge all information.

Process:

Lecturers on both sides brief the journalism students and the officers about the topic early the same day (as in real-life situations). Certain questions / answers are decided on. The idea is to work within a training situation where both officers and journalism students can interact and learn from each other.

During the news conference, the "growth" in confidence among the journalism students becomes apparent. Once the officers have exchanged their knowledge about the questions being asked, the journalism students have to "invent" other angles or re-phrase questions in order to get more than just the slick, prepared answers given by the officers. 

Outcome:

The process encourages the students to be assertive, even aggressive, with "unfair" questions aimed at getting the information they need to produce a story that will have weight. The day's learning and experiences are then revisited in a follow-up session, where the good and bad aspects of the interaction are identified and discussed.

