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WHAT’S  IN  IT FOR ME?

Now you are signed up to an NCTJ-accredited course, you are officially part
of the NCTJ family. Welcome!

Studying for the Diploma in Journalism means you will soon have the skills, 
knowledge and aptitude to succeed in the competitive news media industry.  
It also puts you in good company. Ask journalists in any newsroom across the 
UK whether they studied on an NCTJ-accredited course, and you can guarantee 
that plenty of hands will be raised. After all, around two thirds of journalists in 
this country are NCTJ-qualified.

That should perhaps come as no surprise because industry employers often 
consider the diploma as an essential qualification for getting a job in their 
newsroom – or at the very least an assurance that a new hire will be able to hit 
the ground running. In short, gaining your diploma will give you a head start.

Awards

• You have                                    to the annual  
 Awards for Excellence and shortlisted entrants  
 are invited as guests of the NCTJ to the awards  
 reception, dinner and  ceremony. 

Employability

• You are more appealing  
 to employers looking for  
 multi-skilled recruits who 
 know the fundamentals of 
 journalism and can operate  
 to professional standards.  
 This opens the door to job 
 opportunities – many job  
 adverts specify that you need  
 to have the Diploma
 in Journalism.

NQJ

• If you achieve the gold standard  
 diploma, you gain eligibility for
 the next step in your training,
 the National Qualification in  
 Journalism (NQJ). This is the  
 industry’s professional   
 qualification that trainee  
 journalists can take to achieve  
 senior status as a journalist. 
 

Resources

• You are given online access 
 to NCTJ learning resources,  
 including sample exams to  
 support on-course learning.

Student council

• Student representatives on 
 accredited courses are invited to 
 attend an annual student council 
 event hosted by the NCTJ to  
 communicate their views on 
 journalism training and meet 
 with senior figures from the 
 news media industry.

There are a whole range of exclusive benefits you have access to
now you are studying on an NCTJ-accredited course. They are:

FREE  ENTRY
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INTRODUCTION

MAKE  THE  MOST OF  YOUR  NCTJ-ACCREDITED  COURSE

The NCTJ brand is the trusted benchmark 
of excellence in journalism. Your course 
will equip you with the industry standard 
training that’s recognised throughout the 
media. 

You’ll be taught all the essential skills you 
need to pass the industry’s professional 
entry-level qualification and get a job in 
journalism. And if you achieve the ‘gold 
standard’ you are almost guaranteed to
get a job as a journalist. 

Why? Because employers know how 
high and relevant our standards are and 
that those who have been trained in 
the fundamental skills and knowledge 
required can actually do the job.

To be accredited, our courses have 
to meet the industry’s demanding 
performance standards. They must 
deliver quality training and the Diploma 
in Journalism. There must be strong 
industry links and a practical approach 
to training. Centres have to demonstrate 
they are committed to diversity, 
innovation and continuous improvement.

All our courses have an industry adviser 
who supports your tutors and can advise 
you on your skills and careers, so be sure
to seek them out on one of their regular 
visits to your centre.

Do make the most of your time on the 
course and use it wisely. See your training 
and learning as a wonderful opportunity 
to realise your potential as a journalist. 
Take advantage of what’s on offer – enter 
our Awards for Excellence, put yourself 
forward as the student rep, strive for top 
marks in your exams, and discover your 
areas of interest.

To be successful, you will need resilience, 
determination and commitment. Your 
future employers want people with these 
qualities and will be looking for those 
with enthusiasm, integrity and talent who 
are willing to work hard.

When you’ve finished your course, your 
learning should continue throughout 
your career. You can sign up for the 
National Qualification in Journalism to 
train to be a senior journalist. Thereafter, 
you need to constantly develop and learn 
new skills to keep up with the fast pace of 
change to this wonderful trade.

The NCTJ is there to support you in your 
journey so please keep in touch.

Good luck and very best wishes for 
your exciting future.

Congratulations! You’ve chosen an
NCTJ-accredited course. It’s the
best start you could make to your 
journalism career.

Joanne Butcher 
Chief executive,  
National Council
for the Training 
of Journalists



ENGAGE  WITH  THE  NCTJ  AND REAP  THE BENEFITS LEARN MORE ABOUT THE DIPLOMA
IN  JOURNALISM AND EXAMS…As a student on an accredited course, your relationship with the NCTJ goes far 

beyond our role as an examinations body. Whether it is entering our awards, 
discussing your experiences with us via the Student Council or helping to 
inspire the next generation of students, we hope you will collaborate and 
engage with the NCTJ throughout your course – and once you have finished. 
After all, our mission to promote excellence in journalism skills does not stop 
when people have completed their diploma.  

Become a student representative.
Each year, a student representative from 
each accredited course is nominated to 
represent the thoughts and concerns of 
their class and maintain contact with the 
NCTJ, providing that vital link between the 
charity and all students. 

Student representatives are invited to an 
annual student council event to meet with 
NCTJ staff and communicate your views 
on your journalism training. It is also a great 
networking opportunity, as experienced 
journalists and editors are involved in the 
day, sharing a wealth of insider knowledge.
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Follow and interact with us on social media!

nctj_newsNCTJ_newsNCTJ

Use #NCTJlife to show us what you’re getting up to on your studies, be that 
practising your shorthand, reporting out on patch or getting to grips with your 
camera and video equipment. 

By following us on social media, you will be
the first to learn about job opportunities and 
placement schemes, hear from other NCTJ 
students, apprentices and alumni and connect
with employers.

www.nctj.com

www.nctj.com
www.nctj.com
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As part of your NCTJ-accredited 
course, you will be studying for the 
Diploma in Journalism qualification, 
equipping you with the knowledge 
and skills for professional entry-level 
journalism. Find out more about what’s 
involved: 

1. What do I need to complete the  
 Diploma in Journalism?
 To achieve the Diploma in Journalism 
 to ‘gold standard’, which is widely  
 recognised by the industry as a mark  
 of excellence and provides eligibility to  
 progress to the National Qualification in  
 Journalism (NQJ), you need to pass with  
 A-C grades in every module – and reach  
 100 words per minute in shorthand (if  
 you are studying it). 

 The minimum requirement to pass the 
 diploma is grades A-E in all modules; plus  
 a minimum speed of 60 words per  
 minute in shorthand (if studied).

 All subjects are assessed either by  
 online exam, an e-portfolio of evidence, 
 or coursework.

2. What emphasis is put on data,  
 digital developments and working  
 cross-platform?
 We constantly review and update the  
 Diploma in Journalism to ensure it  
 keeps up-to-date with current industry  
 practices. All updates are made in  
 consultation with the industry and  
 working journalists are involved in  
 the development of new modules. You 
 will study digital, data and social media  
 journalism across all platforms in the  
 essential journalism module, but some  
 courses also offer elective options in  
 data and digital journalism, which  
 provide more specialist in-depth  
 knowledge and training.

3.  When do we sit exams?
 Every year the NCTJ publishes an  
 extensive list of exam dates available to  
 centres running accredited courses. It  
 is up to the centre to decide when to  
 hold exams, depending on their  
 timetables. Students cannot choose  
 the exam dates on a course, but we do 
 offer national exam dates three times a  
 year. So, if you need to take an exam  
 after your course ends, you can book  
 directly with the NCTJ.

4.  How can the NCTJ help with  
 preparations for exams and  
 coursework?
 There is a wide range of resources  
 available to you in the student  
 resources area of our website. These  
 include programmes of study,  
 coursework instructions, exam tips,  
 sample exams and marking guides.  
 There are also 180 shorthand exam  
 practice recordings and transcripts  
 available ranging from 60-120 words
 per minute to help you practise your  
 speed building. 

 The student login area also hosts other  
 useful information, including guidance  
 documents for using the Cirrus exams  
 platform as well as guidance on work  
 experience, CVs and covering letters.  
 This is also where you’ll be able to view  
 your exam results.

NEW
S

Exams
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Brendan Marshall studied on the
MA journalism course at Ulster University 
and won the 2019 student top scoop award. 
Brendan now works as a journalist and 
producer for BBC Northern Ireland.

What does it mean to you to have won
the top scoop award?
It is an absolute privilege and honour.
I thought I had no chance of getting on the 
shortlist, never mind winning. Such an award 
goes a very long way in anyone’s CV and 
future career. It also means you can now add 
‘award winning’ to your title or CV. The awards 
ceremony is also a privilege to attend, you 
meet so many other excellent people with a 
similar mind-set and NCTJ training. Winning 
the award has certainly shaped who I am and 
the job I do.

Tell us more about the story you won the 
award for.
My story is quite sad and it hits home for me 
because it happened in a nearby town and 
affected everyone I’m close to, including me. 
Three teenagers died after a crush outside a 
hotel, which was hosting a St Patrick’s Day 
party. The police said a large group of young 
people had been waiting to get into the 
disco. I reported this tragic story across many 
platforms including the BBC network, BBC 
Breakfast and 5 live. In Ireland, I updated and 
reported for RTE on the night and in the days 
that followed after. This story gave me my 
first real taste of what it was like to be a busy 
journalist but it also gave me an insight into 
how hard the job can be when it comes to 
being professional and keeping your emotions 
separate.

What would you say to a current student 
looking at entering the Awards for 
Excellence?
APPLY! APPLY! APPLY! You have absolutely 
nothing to lose. If you are serious about 
journalism, and have something to add, then 
apply and show everyone your work and talent 
and let the rest take care of itself. Good luck! 

Hannah Tomes studied at the University of 
Sheffield and won the student features award 
in 2018. Hannah now works as a sub-editor 
at the Daily Mail.

How did it feel when your name was 
announced at the awards ceremony?
It was a huge confidence boost and gave me 
the belief that I was a talented writer and that 
the pieces I submitted covered an important 
topic. It’s also been really helpful in getting 
other writing jobs, and looks really good on a 
CV. The awards ceremony was good fun, and 
getting up on stage to collect the award was 
a really proud moment – especially with my 
grandparents and mum there to see it. 
 
Tell us about the pieces you entered for
the award?
I wrote two pieces on abortion law and its 
impact on women in Ireland and Northern 
Ireland. My first piece was a feature interview 
with an Irish woman called Claire who was 
pregnant with a baby girl before the vote to 
legalise abortion in the country. Her daughter 
was seriously ill and was not going to survive 
the pregnancy. But Claire was denied an 
abortion because it was illegal in Ireland at 
the time – and had to wait until her baby died 
in the womb before doctors were willing to 
induce her. My second article was a feature 
on the 1967 Abortion Act and the people who 
brought it about to allow women to access 
that healthcare in the UK. 

Not all students feel confident enough
to enter the awards. What is your advice
to them?
Go for it! You’ve got nothing to lose, they’re 
free to enter and you never know, you 
might win something! Even getting on the 
shortlist is a massive achievement, and there 
are no downsides to entering. It’s quick, 
straightforward, and could be the start of 
something wonderful.

We want to recognise and highlight the fantastic stories and work you do 
during your training by providing a platform to celebrate your success.  

As a student on an NCTJ-accredited course, you are eligible to enter the prestigious 
Awards for Excellence, which recognises the best NCTJ students, apprentices and 
trainees. Adding an award to your string of achievements will surely make you even
more enticing to employers!

Applications for the Awards for Excellence open in May every year. 

There are various categories you can enter:

Find out more information about how to apply, the rules of entry and the judging 
process at: www.nctj.com/Awards/AwardsforExcellence

We wish you the best of luck!

News journalism award

Sports journalism award
Student project
of the year award

Podcast journalism award

Features award

Top scoop award

BECOME AN AWARD-WINNING
JOURNALIST WITH THE NCTJ Awards for Excellence

in Journalism
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WHAT ELSE DOES THE NCTJ DO?

The NCTJ’s Journalism Skills 
Academy (JSA) brings together 
a wide range of resources and 
courses in one online place. We 
run a programme of events and 
webinars designed to help journalists 
develop their skills. These cover print, 
broadcasting and digital specialisms 
and cater for a range of audiences. 
Our regular masterclasses also 
cover specific topics such as mobile 
journalism, podcasting, social media, 
PR skills and much more.

We also offer longer, bespoke 
courses in specific areas of journalism 
with the opportunity to gain a 
qualification. In 2019, we partnered 
with Nike and PA Training to develop 
a programme focussed on women’s 
sports journalism, built around the 
Certificate in Foundation Journalism 
qualification. Students received 
exclusive industry insights from a 
cast of leading women and also had 
the opportunity to report live from 
women’s sport tournaments.

In 2018 the Community News Project 
(CNP) was launched as a partnership 
between Facebook, the NCTJ and nine 
regional news publishers. The scheme 
employed dozens of new community 
reporters in underserved areas of England, 
Scotland and Wales. This talented crop 
of journalists, all of whom are training for 
NCTJ qualifications, have helped to give 
a voice to communities that had been 
previously unheard. As part of the project 
we have developed a new community 
reporting pathway through the National 
Qualification in Journalism.

The NCTJ  provides a world-class education and training 
system that develops current and future journalists for the 
demands of a fast-changing multimedia industry. While on 
course, you will become well-acquainted with our role as an 
awarding body (administering exams and issuing your diploma 
qualification), or you may even be working closely alongside 
us as a student representative. 

However, your relationship with us won’t just end once you have 
completed your training for the industry-recognised Diploma in 
Journalism.

Once you achieve the diploma, we will be with you each step of the 
way as you progress in your career in journalism. The NCTJ plays 
a significant and influential role in the journalism industry beyond 
diploma training by promoting job opportunities and offering 
continuous professional development, including further training to 
become a senior-level journalist via our National Qualification in 
Journalism.

The NCTJ plays a significant role in the 
continuous professional development 
of journalists, primarily through its 
senior level qualification, the National 
Qualification in Journalism (NQJ). 
Students are eligible to sit the NQJ 
once they have been a trainee or junior 
journalist for at least 18 months. This 
level 6 qualification is designed to 
examine all-round competence in a 
range of knowledge and skills at a level 
appropriate to a senior journalist. For 
more information about this next step in 
your training, turn to page 18.

42

Community News Project reporters at a Facebook bootcamp

Nike course students visit Sky Sports News
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HOW  TO  MAKE  THE  MOST OF  WORK  EXPERIENCE 

TURN  YOUR  COVER  LETTER INTO
A REQUEST FOR  AN  INTERVIEW

BEGIN A SUCCESSFUL  CAREER IN JOURNALISM

Five tips on how to stand out from the
crowd from Neeru Sharma, lifestyle editor
at Closer magazine

I’ve worked for Closer for six years and started as the 
editorial assistant. My role involves keeping up to date 
with the latest celebrity news, health and wellbeing 
stories. Each week my team is tasked with searching for 
an exclusive celebrity interview or photoshoot. I love 
being able to find out what’s going on in the lives of our 
favourite celebrities and sharing that with our readers.

Now you have decided that journalism 
is the career for you, exposure to a 
working newsroom can be a hugely 
important part of your development. 

Not only does it provide an opportunity 
to translate and hone skills learned in the 
classroom, work experience gives you a 
chance to understand the culture of a media 
business, to meet people in the kind of roles 
you would like to be in and to make invaluable 
media contacts.

Where do I begin? How do I find a work 
experience placement?

• Tutors can be good sources    
 of information about work experience  
 placements – use them as your starting  
 point. You may also have relevant  
 contacts of your own; don’t be shy to 
 use them.

• Contact your local media outlets and 
 try to find out who deals with work  
 experience so you can speak with them  
 directly. It is important to recognise that  
 local and regional newsrooms are just as 
 worthy as national outlets – indeed, you  
 may get more chances to “get your  
 hands dirty” at the local level.

• When sending an email, make sure you  
 send it to a named person (even if it’s to  
 a generic email address). Introduce  
 yourself, explain that you are looking for  
 work experience and give your availability.  
 Attach an updated copy of your CV (one  
 page is ideal) and mention that you are  
 studying for an NCTJ qualification.

• Always give the media organisation  
 enough notice to process any requests  
 for work experience. Some companies  
 have long waiting lists for placements. 

I want to get the most out of the placement. 
How do I do that?

• Be prepared with your own ideas for  
 stories. Employers value creativity and  
 initiative. Don’t wait for tasks to be  
 handed to you, suggest possible follow- 
 ups or search through social media for  
 stories. Make sure you’re familiar with  
 your host organisation’s output.

• Volunteer for any tasks that are  
 suggested, whether it be phoning a
 press officer or going out to get vox pops  
 – it shows enthusiasm and dedication. 

• Talk to your colleagues – they are a mine  
 of information and advice on the industry.

• Ask for feedback and/or a reference.
 Try to get a couple of minutes to sit  
 down with the person you’ve been  
 reporting to and ask for some  
 constructive criticism.

Should I get paid for the work experience
or ask for expenses?

• The NCTJ advises students on accredited  
 courses to complete short journalism  
 placements as part of their training. We  
 suggest you should request payment of  
 reasonable travel expenses at least.  
 However, provided that the placement  
 is limited to two weeks, a decision as to  
 payment is ultimately at the discretion of 
 the host company. 
 
• Any placement that is longer than two  
 weeks is likely to move beyond mere  
 training and into work. As such, lengthier  
 placements and internships are likely to  
 amount to employment and should be  
 paid. After you successfully complete   
 your course, the NCTJ’s view is that you   
 should not work for free. You will be, 
 after all, a qualified journalist.
 

  1.  RESEARCH

Make sure you read the last few issues 
of the publication you’re writing to and 
include features you enjoyed and explain 
what struck you. It could be a celebrity 
cover interview, a real-life report, or 
even a regular franchise. It’s impressive 
to demonstrate that you’re familiar with 
the contents. If you’re up to speed with 
stories and understand the order and flow 
of the sections, it will help enormously to 
understand conversations between staff 
during your time there.

 2.  MAKE IT COUNT

It is no secret that including the correct 
name of the recipient will make a 
good impression, and it is not to be 
underestimated. 

In an age where most editors are found
on Twitter and LinkedIn, there should be
no need to start a letter with ‘sir’ or
‘madam’. You’ll find staff lists in the 
masthead of most publications, and if
you’re still unsure, phone the editorial 
assistant and ask them for clarity. It 
demonstrates good initiative and basic 
research skills. If all else fails, simply start 
with ‘Dear Team Closer/Heat!’ etc. 

 3.  BE  PERSONABLE

Remember, we’re all human. Use language 
in your covering letter that you would 
use in everyday conversation. Avoid using 
textbook phrases like ‘teamwork’ and 
‘adaptability’ and instead explain in simple 
terms why you would love to experience 
the pace of a newsroom. Don’t be afraid to 
bring in your personality. If you’re a die-hard 
fan of a TV listings mag, don’t be shy to 
include your opinions of a current show. 

 4. BE  CONCISE

Whether it’s a CV or a covering letter, the 
likelihood is that an editor will be sifting 
through hundreds of applications and won’t 
have time to read each one thoroughly. 
Think about consolidating the contents of 
your application by including only what’s 
necessary to the role. In a covering letter, 
point out key things, such as articles you 
have written, and projects you have helped 
with. Place them close to the top, in order 
to grab the attention of the editor.

 5. DOUBLE CHECK

Remember an editor will easily pick up on 
spelling and grammatical errors. Just one 
mistake could mean your letter is put aside 
in the ‘no’ pile. Read it back to yourself, and 
out loud. 
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WHAT  EDITORS  WANT 

How do you stand out and make an impression in interviews?
We spoke to four editors, who have given us their top tips:

Read the site. This sounds obvious, but it’s 
a common reason not to give someone 
a job. If you aren’t familiar with the outlet 
you’re applying to – and you should be 
able to namecheck your favourite reporters 
and quote some pieces you’ve enjoyed, or 
thought didn’t quite work – then you rule 
yourself out for the job.

Come across as a consumer of journalism. 
Expect to be able to discuss what you like 
reading and watching, from a variety of 
outlets. Show that you not only understand 
the online journalism world but that you
enjoy it.

Bring something to the table. You should 
be asked what stories you are passionate 
about telling, and how you can access 
communities and stories that aren’t being 
covered. If you aren’t then bring it up at
the end.

Energy. Remember your interviewers will
be having this same conversation with
many people. Someone who walks in 
confidently with a friendly smile can really 
wake up your panel at the end of a long
day sitting in that room!

Applying for a job can feel a bit daunting, 
trying to work out what the recruiters want.
  
Firstly, read the job advert carefully. 
All the clues are there. For example, if it’s 
asking for “a creative journalist who can 
handle the big events and breaking news” 
give a couple of examples of stories you’ve 
done that fit the bill. Take the advert point by 
point and you will be on the right track.
  
When it comes to the job interview, do 
your prep. Think hard about why you want 
the job and the experience and skills you 
will be bringing to the organisation. Have 
plenty of examples to back you up. Think 
too about whose work you admire and 
some recent coverage you really enjoyed, 
and have a couple of interesting story ideas 
up your sleeve.  
  
Finally, try as much as possible to be 
excited about the interview. You’ve got 
this far and the panel wants to meet you! 
Channel all those nerves into positive 
energy.

Above and beyond, I’m always impressed 
by positive minded potential reporters who 
come to interview with their own ideas, and 
who are also open to trying new things. 

You should be prepared to demonstrate 
passion for getting your foot in the door 
when it comes to journalism, whether 
that be sport, news, business, feature or 
broadcast or print and digital.

Also, try for work experience at regional 
and local newsrooms. Even if you don’t
get the internship, you get experience 
on what it’s like to apply and crucially, 
your name and CV are now present in 
newsrooms they weren’t in before.

On that very subject please also take the 
time while studying to build up your 
portfolio and cuttings – see it as building 
your ‘brand’ as a journalist.

I’d suggest a Facebook page as that shows 
an awareness of social media engagement 
and getting an audience to your stories.

A love of what we do. Always remember 
that quite often we are interviewing at 
least seven or eight people for a role. We 
need someone who loves what we do and 
can articulate why. We are looking for real 
evidence of knowledge of the product that 
you are applying to work on. These days 
there are no excuses not to have had a 
good look at the paper/programme/website 
that you want to work on. You would be 
surprised how many people walk through 
the door without a clue of what they will be 
working on!

Have loads of ideas. Real ideas that you 
know would work well for the role you are 
applying for. Think about who you would 
want to talk to; what pictures you would 
need and how you would set about getting 
them.

Believe in yourself. Remember, we need 
to believe that you can do the job or have 
potential to do the job. Be confident and 
calm. Do your homework – talk to other 
people who are doing the job you are 
applying for; bring in your notes – it’s not 
a memory test. Make sure certain things 
are front of mind – why you want the job; 
what makes you the best person for the job; 
your best story; examples that show you 
are a team player; what development you 
need (don’t be frightened to say you’re not 
completely ready yet – we don’t expect you 
to be) – but we are looking for people with 
enough self-awareness to realise what help 
they might want.

Jess Brammar, 
editor-in-chief, 
HuffPost UK

Louise Hastings, 
managing editor,
Sky News

Luke Jacobs, 
brands editor, 
Kent Live

Steph Marshall, 
head of BBC West

NEWS

NEWS

NOTE
S
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MEET OUR ALUMNI 

Vickiie Oliphant is SEO content editor at 
Express.co.uk. She studied a BA journalism 
degree at Brunel University and graduated
in 2014.

Tell us about your job, what does a typical 
day entail?
No day is ever the same with national news. 
But typically, my day starts with checking my 
emails to make sure I’m caught up with any 
legal notices, any news that broke overnight 
and anything I need to action. Then I make 
sure all my reporters have enough stories to 
work on, before seeing how many page views 
my team has generated for the website so far. 
Throughout the day I edit my reporters’ copy 
and keep an eye out for breaking news or 
interview opportunities. I also edit live stories 
on the site, making sure they’ve got the most 
eye-catching pictures and best links in them so 
the reader has a good experience.

How did your NCTJ training prepare you for 
a job in journalism?
My first job was on a local paper and my 
second was as a court reporter, and for 
both my NCTJ training was essential. I used 
shorthand every day in court, or even when 
I was interviewing people at a village fair or 
GCSE results day. The court reporting and 
media law modules were obviously essential 
as a court reporter. I still use my knowledge of 
those on a daily basis as it is so important to 
stay within the law and ethical guidelines when 
reporting. In a world of Brexit and Donald 
Trump, it’s an exciting time for politics, so a 
knowledge of public affairs is really helpful 
too. And of course, the essential journalism 
module was, well, essential to give me that 
good basis for reporting. Without my training 
I’d have never had the confidence in my ability 
to interview the Prime Minister!

Why did you pick your course?
I picked Brunel University because I thought it 
was important to do my degree at the same 
time as getting my NCTJ. Most jobs need 
you to have it – and now I make sure to hire 
people who have this training as I know they’re 
legally sound. I didn’t want to waste three 
years on a degree if I still couldn’t get a job at 
the end of it! I also thought it offered a great 
selection of modules and was keen to try out 
loads of different things before I found what I 
really wanted to do.

Why did you want to become a journalist?
I’ve always been interested in journalism as I 
think it’s an important role to play in society, 
holding officials to account and trying to right 
wrongs, but also to entertain. In my role now 
I have reporters covering everything from 
politics and world news to sport, TV, health, 
fashion and entertainment so I get a real depth 
of coverage every day. It really is the dream job 
getting to write about things you’re passionate 
about.

What advice would you give to any aspiring 
journalists?
Work hard and never give up. I did so much 
work experience and worked hard for the top 
grades when I was studying, and I’ve tried to 
keep that attitude at work as well. I’ll always 
stay later than my normal hours to get that 
story nailed down, secure an interview or help 
one of my reporters with their stories. Attitude 
is the number one thing I look for when 
hiring new reporters – I want people who are 
enthusiastic, motivated and passionate, so 
it really helps to show whether you’re going 
to be a hard worker! And don’t give up – in 
journalism you will get a lot of knock-backs 
but keep going, you can do it!

Christopher Reidy joined the Sky Sports 
News graduate scheme after completing his 
sports media diploma at News Associates 
London in 2017. He is now working as a 
journalist for Sky Sports News.

Tell us about your job, what does a typical 
day entail?
One of my jobs is an assistant news editor, 
liaising with reporters on a daily basis about 
what stories they are working on and making 
sure they are delivering to the online platform 
and the TV platform. It’s important that I’m 
keeping track of the latest lines that are 
coming in, and part of the job is also to write 
articles and writing up stories that we find 
online.

I also work with the planning team on setting 
up interviews and liaising with football clubs 
to make sure we have interviews and have 
a presence at press conferences. There’s 
breaking news all the time and different stories 
to react to – it’s a lot of fun.

How has your NCTJ training helped you in 
your job?
My training meant I was comfortable having 
conversations about media law. There’s a lot 
of legal stuff you have to consider, especially 
with breaking news, and you have to make 
judgements quickly. It gave me the confidence 
to speak up to senior people when I thought 
there was an issue.

Why did you pick your course?
It was sports journalism I was interested in and 
I went to one of News Associates’ evening 
sessions, when they talked you through how 
you would break a story. It was quite practical 
like a newsroom – that got me quite excited 
and I realised that journalism was what I 
wanted to do.

What advice would you give to future 
prospective journalists?
Say yes to every opportunity that you are 
given and be on the lookout for any 
experience you can do. I wish I had done 
more stuff on my own. Set up your own 
podcast, create videos and write – employers 
will be impressed by that.

So, you’ve started your accredited course and are now one step closer to 
achieving the Diploma in Journalism – but what can you expect from your 
career in journalism? Two recent NCTJ alumni tell us what they’re doing now 
and how their studies helped prepare them for their roles.pro

Vickiie Oliphant interviews
Boris Johnson and Conservative 
candidate Hannah David during
the 2015 election campaign

Christopher Reidy 
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THE  NEXT  STEPS IN  YOUR  JOURNALISM  CAREER

Jason Lewis studied for his gold standard 
diploma on the BA multimedia journalism 
course at Bournemouth University. He 
now works as a multimedia reporter at the 
Bournemouth Daily Echo.

How important was it for you to achieve 
the NQJ after completing the diploma 
qualification?
Developing the skills I had learned to complete 
my diploma was one of the key goals I set 
myself upon stepping into the professional 
industry. The NQJ provided the platform to 
focus on this and tracked my progression as a 
journalist while in full-time employment. Holding 
a gold-standard diploma allowed me to stand 
out from many other graduates when looking 
for employment. It immediately showed to 
prospective employers that I had studied hard 
and showed a commitment to journalism.

What does having the NQJ mean for your 
career?
Completing the NQJ has presented me with 
the opportunity to engage in a wider range of 
subjects during my day-to-day working, primarily 
with more scope to cover court cases and the 
biggest stories at the newspaper. Looking to the 
future, obtaining the NQJ means I have more 
doors open to me in terms of job progression 
at my current employer and potential future 
employers.

How did you find training for the NQJ
while working? How did you prepare for
the exams?
The experiences of being in the newsroom and 
writing stories consistently on breaking news 
provides the perfect preparation for the exams. 
My experiences working with the website and 
social media team at the newspaper gave me 
a firm understanding of the digital side of the 
industry, which is a key part of the exams. To 
prepare for the exams I extensively looked at 
the key areas of McNae’s Essential Law for 
Journalists. I also attended a refresher organised 
by my employer and the NCTJ ahead of the 
exams to focus my mind and overcome any 
stumbling blocks I found during revision.

What advice do you have for students who 
will be considering studying for the NQJ?
Discuss with your editor about the support 
they can provide to help you to complete the 
NQJ. It not only benefits you to be qualified. 
Having a senior journalist in the newsroom will 
be a great asset to their team. Keep track of the 
stories you produce and how this could help 
you to complete your logbook. Attempting to 
find stories in the weeks before the submission 
deadline is likely to cause you untold amounts 
of unnecessary stress and bother. Leaving it 
late will also mean you probably do not include 
some of your best work.

Hannah Butler completed the combined 
news journalism MA and NCTJ diploma 
course at Cardiff University. She now works 
as a full-time sub-editor on The Guardian’s 
online and print news desks.

Why did you decide to study for the NQJ 
once you had achieved the Diploma in 
Journalism?
It was quite important for me personally to do 
the NQJ in production journalism, because it 
means I have a qualification that’s completely 
relevant to my chosen career. I did the 

production journalism diploma exam, but the 
course as a whole was definitely more geared 
towards reporting, so I’m glad that I was able 
to specialise in this way after completing the 
diploma and deciding what route I wanted
to take.

Do you think the NQJ has changed your 
outlook at work?
I definitely feel more confident at work, having 
passed the NQJ. It helps me to trust my own 
judgment, especially when it comes to querying 
things with editors and writers, and flagging 
potential legal issues. I also strongly believe 
that having this qualification would help me 
secure another sub-editing role in the future, if I 
decided to leave my job. 

Was it difficult to study for the NQJ while 
working full-time?
I actually found it really useful to be completing 
the NQJ while working, because the job and 
the training were both relevant to each other. 
For example, to complete the e-logbook, I had 
to spend time in various different Guardian 
departments. This was quite daunting, however, 
it definitely accelerated my training and gave 
me a wider range of skills, meaning I’m probably 
more useful as an employee now. It was a bit 
like having a crash course in being a Guardian 
subeditor, because I got to try out so many 
different roles.

The work I did every day prepared me for my 
production exam, but it was also useful to have 
mentor sessions with the other trainees to 
practise skills we were struggling with, such as 
writing headlines. We also had training sessions 
on media law with the in-house lawyers, which 
were very useful.

What are your top tips for anyone thinking 
about signing up to do the NQJ?
I would say just treat the NQJ as another part 
of your job (and something that’s going to 
make you better at your job). Obviously you do 
have to revise for the exams (especially law!) 
but I found that because I was using the things 
I learnt pretty much every day, I remembered 
it all a lot more easily than I thought I would. If 
you’re doing shorthand, take every opportunity 
you can to write in shorthand. And if there are 
certain entries in your e-logbook that are really 
stressing you out, make it your priority to work 
on that particular skill and ask for support from 
your mentor / colleagues.

Looking ahead to the end of your course, you’ve put in the hard work and 
achieved the gold standard diploma and – hooray! – you’ve secured that all-
important first job in the media industry. What happens next?ro

Jason presents Nathan Ake with the 2018 
Bournemouth AFC Player of the Season trophy

As a trainee reporter you still have 

much to learn about working in 

a fast-paced newsroom and an 

ever-changing industry. After 

18 months of employment, you 

will be eligible to sit the NCTJ 

Level 6 National Qualification in 

Journalism (NQJ). Completing the 

NQJ means achieving senior level 

status as a journalist and potentially 

an accompanying pay rise!

There are a number of pathways 

in the qualification including: 

news journalist (print/online or 

broadcast/online); production 

journalist; and community 

journalist. Additional pathways 

for local democracy reporters, 

sports and magazine journalists 

and journalists working in PR 

and communications are also in 

development. 

The online assessments include a 

media law and ethics in practice 

exam, a practical, skills-based exam 

and an e-logbook of evidence. 

Assessments are tailored to meet 

the requirements of the job

role/sector.



HAVE A PORTFOLIO  TO  HAND 
Be sure to have a few examples of articles 
you’ve written because if the editor you’ve 
pitched hasn’t worked with you before 
they’ll probably want to see examples of 
your work. Make a website and upload your 
clippings to this. Not only will it be easier 
to find them when you need them, but it 
makes you look a lot more professional and 
serious about what you do in the eyes of 
anyone potentially paying for your services!

PITCH, PITCH, PITCH!
Contact publications you’d like to write for 
and don’t feel disheartened if they don’t 
reply or don’t like any of your pitches. It’s 
not personal – it might be that they’ve 
already covered that area recently or the 
editor has already planned to write one 
similar. 

Establish good relationships with PRs 
who may give you exclusives on product 
launches or interviews, then you have 
something unique to offer the publication 
in question and are more likely to score a 
commission. Also – never work for free. 
If they offer you this as an option, politely 
decline. This is your job, not a hobby!

RETAINING REGULAR WORK
Once you’re established – you’ll be relying 
a lot on your contacts/regulars to give 
you work. But remember, they’re under 
no obligation to give you regular work 
so if their budgets get cut for any reason, 
freelancers are the first to lose out. 

Have backups and constantly be on
the lookout for new opportunities. 

BE OPEN  TO  ALL TYPES
OF COMMISSIONS
While it’s good to have a niche, don’t limit 
yourself. As a freelancer you’re going to 
have to be flexible, especially when you’re 
finding your feet. The journalism world is 
changing and there’s a lot more sponsored 
content and copywriting around than ever 
before. Be open to taking on this type of 

work. It usually pays well, which will help 
take the pressure off the amount of work 
you’ve got to reach your monthly pay 
goal – thus freeing up some time to send 
some good quality pitches to your dream 
publications.
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BE  YOUR  OWN  BOSS 
Many journalists freelance at some 
point in their careers, and there are 
many appealing aspects – home 
working, writing about topics 
which interest you – but there are 
challenges to going it alone too.

Lee Bell, freelance writer and editor, 
offers his seven tips for aspiring 
freelance journalists.

Lee received a bursary from the 
Journalism Diversity Fund in 2009 
to complete his NCTJ diploma. Lee 
now has over a decade of journalism 
experience in both digital and print.

He kickstarted his career at the now 
defunct B2B tech site The Inquirer 
and, since going freelance in 2017, he 
regularly writes for a host of British and 
international media such as Metro,  
The Mirror, The Times, CNBC, GQ, 
Esquire, Men’s Health, Shortlist, Stuff, 
Forbes, Wired and more. 

Lee Bell is a 
freelance writer 
and editor 
specialising in 
technology,
health and
lifestyle. 

FIND A NICHE 
I was lucky enough to have spent four years 
working for a technology publication, regularly 
covering an area which was already quite 
specialist. This worked to my advantage when 
pitching nationals, as they wanted a writer who 
understood a complex topic well enough that 
they could relay it in layman’s terms. 

If you’ve no experience in the niche you want 
to go into yet, at least make sure you have a 
passion for it. In my experience, enthusiasm 
and personal knowledge was half the battle. 
People can smell a mile off if you’re not 
interested in or aware of a subject you’re 
writing about. Of course, there have been times 
where I’ve taken commissions on subjects I 
haven’t the foggiest about but that’s when that 
good old journalistic research comes in handy. 

USE  YOUR  CONTACTS 

A lot of freelance journalism is about 
who you know. If you already have some 
contacts in the industry, whether through 
work placements, internships or friends 
– use them. For instance, if a contact 
knows someone you want to know –  
get them to introduce you – it only 
takes a few secured commissions in 
the right places to help get your name
out there. 

PREPARE  BUT  DON’T  
THINK  TOO  MUCH
Going freelance can be very daunting. 
Especially if you don’t have much 
experience yet. But if you’re confident that 
you can get enough work, you just need to 
bite the bullet and not worry so much. 

Nearly everyone I know who’s gone 
freelance hasn’t regretted it. If you’re unsure 
if there’s enough work there, then perhaps 
go freelance part-time around your current 
job and once you’ve built up enough 
regular work, jump straight in – you won’t 
look back.

PITCHING:  THE  EDITOR’S  VIEW

Pitching for freelance work can be hard if 
you don’t already have a relationship with the 
publication you’re pitching to – but there are 
some basic steps that will help. 

First of all, be clear what you’re pitching. 
Provide a concise summary of the story and 
if possible a working headline. If it’s a news 
story, provide an intro and top few pars. 
The pitch shouldn’t be more than a few 
paragraphs – you need to provide enough 
to sell the story, but you’re fighting for 
attention, so don’t go into too much detail in 
the initial approach.

Secondly, know who you’re pitching to. 
Do some research and make sure you’re 
targeting the right editor. And if you’re not 
sure, call to check beforehand.

Thirdly, follow up. Don’t bombard editors, 
but encourage them give you an answer. It 
can be easy for things to be overlooked, so 
send a follow up email and call.

Fourthly, punctuate and spell correctly. If 
there is a lack of basic attention to detail 
in the pitch email, it’s unlikely to go much 
further.

And lastly, once you’ve made an approach 
and struck up any kind of relationship with an 
editor, nurture it. Building a good relationship 
with an editor is the best way to get future 
pitches commissioned and for them to come 
to you with stories they think you are well 
suited to.

If your contact book is a little thin, don’t 
worry – network the best you can to fill it up, 
even virtually. LinkedIn is a great place to start 
if you’re not able to get to physical events. 
Add commissions editors for publications 
you want to write for and don’t hold back on 
messaging them or pitching them an article 
idea – but keep it brief. David Marley

deputy editor
of The Independent 
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ARCHANT
Archant has a portfolio of daily and weekly 
newspapers across the UK and our newsrooms have 
been the training ground for many journalists over 
the years. We are keen to attract talented individuals 
with a passion for their community and a burning 
ambition to work for their local newspaper. Contact 
the local editor to enquire about opportunities.

Find out more: www.archant.co.uk

 

BLOOMBERG
Bloomberg News is one of the world’s largest and 
most influential news organisations, providing 
definitive coverage of everything that happens in 
business, markets, economics, technology and 
government. Its London newsroom, in the company’s 
award-winning European headquarters, offers entry-
level hands-on summer internships. Bloomberg is an 
equal-opportunity employer which values diversity.

Find out more:

www.bloomberg.com/company/early-career

Contact: emea_recruit@bloomberg.net

DAILY MAIL
The Daily Mail takes on more trainee journalists 
than anyone else in the industry. The course for 
print reporters and sub-editors starts in September 
and for MailOnline in March. The year-long fast-track 
programme normally leads to a staff position and
comes with a competitive salary. 

Find out more: www.dailymailcareers.com

Contact: sue.ryan@dailymail.co.uk

22

OPPORTUNITIES 
By studying on an NCTJ-accredited course, 
you’re giving yourself the best chance of 
securing a job in journalism. Find out more 
about some of the employers who are looking 
forward to hearing from you.

BBC
Ready to launch your career at the BBC?  Joining
one of our schemes, you could be part of the team
that delivers news to more than 80 per cent of the
UK adult population and more than 241 million 
people globally. Telling compelling, distinctive
stories that audiences trust is what we do.
 
Find out more: www.bbc.co.uk/careers

Contact: resourcing@bbc.co.uk

DC THOMSON MEDIA
DC Thomson Media is Scotland’s largest indigenous 
media company, publishing The Courier and Evening 
Telegraph from Dundee and The Press and Journal 
and The Evening Express from Aberdeen both digitally 
and in print. We also publish the Scottish national title, 
The Sunday Post.

Find out more: www.dctmedia.co.uk

THE EVENING STANDARD
AND THE INDEPENDENT 
The Evening Standard and The Independent have a 
long and proud partnership with the NCTJ. In both print 
and digital, the ESI Group supports and has benefited 
from the NCTJ’s excellence in training – from editorial 
apprentices through to essential legal refreshers. The 
Journalism Diversity Fund is a shining example to the 
industry, and the Standard and Independent have run 
diversity-focussed schemes themselves.

Find out more: www.esimedia.co.uk/careers  

Contact: hr@esimedia.co.uk

FINANCIAL TIMES
The Financial Times is one of the world’s leading 
news organisations, recognised for authority, integrity 
and accuracy. The FT is proud to be a diverse and 
inclusive employer. We are always keen to discover 
new talent by supporting NCTJ industry placements 
and internships.

Find out more: www.ft.com

Contact: adele.jones@ft.com

ILIFFE MEDIA
Iliffe Media Group is one of the UK’s largest and 
fastest-growing independent publishers. We run 
some of the country’s biggest websites including 
KentOnline.co.uk, publish some of the biggest-selling 
newspapers in the UK and run a radio and television 
network. We offer opportunities to apprentices and 
NCTJ-accredited trainees.

Find out more: www.iliffemedia.co.uk  

Contact: ian.carter@iliffemedia.co.uk

JPIMEDIA
JPIMedia is one of the largest multimedia 
organisations in the UK. We provide news and 
information to our communities through our portfolio 
of hundreds of publications and websites. We are 
committed to ensuring our staff get the best possible 
training and support all our trainees towards obtaining 
the NCTJ’s National Qualification in Journalism.

Find out more:  www.jpimedia.co.uk

MARK ALLEN GROUP
Mark Allen Group is a leading publisher of specialist 
journals and magazines. We aim to reach discerning 
audiences in the field of health care, education, 
business and music. We are pleased to support the 
NCTJ’s drive to promote excellence in journalism, 
and promote it through interaction with universities, 
offering placements and running our own in-house 
course. We are always pleased to hear from graduates 
and trainees on NCTJ courses. 

Contact: www.markallengroup.com

MIDLAND NEWS ASSOCIATION
Building upon a heritage which dates back to 
the 1870s, the Midland News Association is the 
publisher of some of the UK’s most popular regional 
newspapers. With a portfolio including the Express 
& Star, one of Britain’s biggest selling regional 
newspapers, as well as the Shropshire Star, local
people know to turn to the MNA for news and 
information. 

Find out more:  www.mnamedia.co.uk

Contact: editorial.support@mnamedia.co.uk

NEWSQUEST
Newsquest is one of the largest regional news 
publishers in the UK with a portfolio of more than
165 news brands in print and online. We have 
passionate teams of journalists who proudly serve
their communities with authoritative trusted news
and we’re very pleased to welcome talented NCTJ 
students through placements to join them.

Find out more: www.newsquest.co.uk/careers

Contact: toby.granville@newsquest.co.uk

NEWS UK
News UK is one of the leading media businesses in 
the UK and Ireland. Our newsbrands include The 
Times, The Sunday Times and The Sun, and our audio 
business Wireless includes national stations talkSPORT 
and Times Radio. We are continuously searching for 
ambitious new talent to bolster our newsrooms, and 
there are a range of placements and programmes you 
can get involved with.

Find out more: www.newscareers.co.uk

Contact: work-experience@news.co.uk

PA MEDIA
PA Media is at the heart of the UK and Ireland’s
media industry, publishing direct to customers’ 
websites as well as providing copy for print, online 
and broadcasters around the clock. Our editorial 
trainee programmes provide journalists with a place
to hone their core news reporting skills, grounded in 
our principles of fast, fair and accurate journalism.

Find out more: pamediagroup.com/careers

Contact: wesley.johnson@pa.media

REACH PLC
Every day our newsbrands – national and regional, 
in print and online – reach millions of people up 
and down the country. We are the UK’s largest news 
publisher, with influential national newsbrands such as 
the Daily Mirror, Daily Express, Sunday People, Daily 
Record, and more than 100 distinguished regional titles.

Find out more: www.jobs.reachplc.com

REGIONAL MEDIA LTD
Regional Media Ltd is an independent company
which recently moved back into Rotherham after
35 years away. The 162-year-old Rotherham Advertiser 
sells 15,000 copies weekly and we publish frees the 
Weekender and Rotherham Record, plus monthly 
lifestyle magazine Chase. We take work experience, 
trainees and qualified staff when opportunities arise.

Find out more: www.rotherhamadvertiser.co.uk

Contact: andrew.mosley@rotherhamadvertiser.co.uk

SKY NEWS
Sky News is keen to support those interested in a 
career in journalism, including trainee journalists 
studying for their NCTJ qualifications. You’ll find 
details of all the available schemes under the Early 
Careers tab on Sky’s careers’ website.

Find out more: https://careers.sky.com

SKY SPORTS NEWS
Sky Sports News are keen supporters of the NCTJ. 
We believe their qualifications equip trainee journalists 
with vital skills needed to thrive in our vibrant news 
room and across the industry. The channel offers 
various programmes aimed at NCTJ students, details
of which can be found via Sky’s careers’ website

Find out more: https://careers.sky.com

TEESDALE MERCURY
The Teesdale Mercury is an independently owned 
weekly newspaper based in Barnard Castle, County 
Durham. 

Find out more: www.teesdalemercury.co.uk 

Contact: t.brookes@teesdalemercury.co.uk
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