By Lori Volheim
What I am about to say might sound strange, but it is absolutely true.  Teachers and print journalists are very similar creatures.  We go to work each day with the same objective; to teach someone something about their world. Journalists do that through the stories they write and we do that through the lessons we teach.  

When I started my internship at the South Bend Tribune, I was certain that I would spend four weeks writing a couple of stories, doing a lot of observing, and leaving with maybe the possibility of a few future freelance opportunities.  What I actually found was completely unexpected and even better than I could have imagined. 

It’s been nine years since I worked in a newsroom.  Back then, I was a broadcast news journalist.  Two years ago, I was the yearbook advisor.  For a long time, I had always kept an eye on news operations and had wondered what I would do if I were the reporter.  

As a college student, I gravitated towards the glamour of broadcast.  In my heart, I had always wanted to try print journalism, but a fear that my writing would be judged and criticized haunted me, so I took the broadcast route.  It was in early May that I met Margaret Fosmoe at the South Bend Tribune.  She is the internship coordinator for the Tribune. My first impression of Margaret is that she is the kind of person I would like to have coffee with.  I knew from the day I met her that she would take care of me as an intern and not leave me all alone to struggle with writing for print.  My fears would soon be absolved.

After my first day’s orientation, I was set up with a login and a byline.  In a million years, I had never thought I would see a byline in print that was my own.  By my second day, I had an assignment from the Community section editor Kirby Sprouls and a press release. A few phone calls later that day, I was typing my first story about a local group assisting in graffiti cleanup.  

All of my fears quickly disappeared in that first week.  Every experience I had with other staff members, from reporters to photographers to management, was positive and helpful.  From that point, I was able to write several stories and covered events such as the pools and parks, local heroes, and even wrote a band review.  As it just so happened, the final story of my internship was published on my birthday, bringing a somewhat poetic close to what was a phenomenal internship. 

Creating the story on the area pools took a lot more work than I anticipated because of the details.  I kept going back to the editor and even had to push the assignment back from a Tuesday edition to a Sunday edition, five days behind schedule.  Despite this, my editor seemed to understand and told me “just do the best you can and get it to me as soon as you can”.  Several phone calls, a visit to the pools and splash pads with a photographer, and some video problems later, I finally had my story.  The photographer edited the footage we took for the website and I wrote the story, checking every detail several times.  Despite the hard work, the finished product was something useful to the community.  The article appeared in a Saturday edition and had a glance box with information community members could use.  It was tough but looking at that story in print made me feel as if I had contributed something important.  It was worth all of the hard work. 

One of the surprising “truths” I learned during my internship is that actual   reporting and writing for a newspaper is very similar to actual teaching.  Reporters have to adequately prepare for writing their story much the same way that teachers have to prepare lessons.  Reporters are also required to help their readers understand the subject matter, offer readers an objective opinion, clearly express what they know, and answer any potential reader questions.  These are often areas of competency cited on teacher evaluations and they are areas a reporter must address with every story. That’s the way I felt with the pool story; it was as if I was preparing a “lesson” for the community or my readers.  It was a familiar feeling.
Teachers and reporters also seem to have the same “heart”.  They both have to work from the same place with the same goals: to educate someone about something they didn’t know before because it will ultimately make the world a better place. 

When I completed my internship in July, I walked out of the Tribune building knowing how to write better.  And I had my stories and a freelance opportunity.  But I also left knowing that there are people who have a great passion to write about the world around them.  Reporters and writers who know that those without a voice need to have their stories told and it is their job to give our community that voice.  They fight the same battle we do as teachers on a daily basis. We give kids a voice; they give the community a voice. I respect every one of them for that.

As a teacher, I can talk about the mechanics of a newsroom. I can discuss how many people and how much tremendous effort it takes to put together a daily publication.    But I can also tell my students about how their writing can make a difference in the world.  How, through writing, they have tremendous power that needs respect and nurturing, and how they can change their worlds by actively participating in and creating their own communities.  Every time I work with a student on their writing, I can say with confidence, they have a responsibility to their audience to express their ideas clearly and fairly.  Writing for print shows they audience who the writer is as a person.  Any future journalist must know that in order to write and know about the world around them, they must know themselves.  In the end, it really does all come back to you. 
