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Your Best Shot: Tips for a Great Media Interview

So you want to become a “talking head” on the Discovery Channel or an “expert in the �eld” 
in the pages of USA Today? Read this guide to gain insights from experiences on both ends 
of the lens and pen: two academics who work with �lm media, and two print journalists who 
elicit pithy quotes from academic experts every day.
 
Fear not—the skills and savvy that make for a good interview experience can indeed be 
learned. Good interviews happen when you prepare your material in advance, put on a clean 
shirt, are courteous and professional, and share authentic enthusiasm for your work.

SBL and ASOR are committed to helping our members respond responsibly and well to the 
tremendous public interest in archaeology, biblical studies, and the ancient Near East. We 
hope this guide is a helpful step in that direction.

Academics and the Media:
Four Perspectives
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1 How to Talk to the Media:
Tips for Scholars
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My message is simple, obvious, and worth 
repeating: Journalists are not neces-

sarily the problem. We can be a channel through 
which ideas make their way to a larger audience.

To make the expert-journalist interaction as 
smooth as possible, though, it helps to understand 
the constraints we work under, what we’re looking 
for when we ask you to share your expertise, what 
you should know before you talk to someone like 
me, and how you can help me and my colleagues 
�nd you. (We can’t interview you if we don’t know 
you’re out there.) �is is not a complete list by any 
means, just some basics to think about.

First, what constraints are in play?

 Time. Deadlines, deadlines, 
deadlines! In the trade, we call 
this feeding the beast, and it’s a 
hungry one. 

 Space. I might love to write a 
5,000-word story about your 
work. �e paper may only 
have room for 500. I don’t like 
it any better than you do, but 
that’s life. 

 Editors. I like to tell my 
editors that it’s my job to get as 
much material into the story as 
possible and their job to take 
it out again. �ey love that. 
�ey’re higher up the food 
chain than I am, however.

 A general audience. You write for your 
peers; I write for the senior scholar in the 
history department and the researcher in 
the chemistry lab and the grad student in 
comparative literature and the secretary 
in the provost’s o�ce and some random 
neighbor of mine who might pick up the 
newspaper or �nd an article online. 

 Ourselves. It’s not quite fair to say that 
journalists are generalists; we have our 
own forms of expertise. But I have a better 
grounding in some subjects than in others, 
and that may be re�ected in the questions 
I ask you. 

Jennifer Howard
�e Chronicle of Higher Education
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Second, what is a journalist looking for when 
she or he approaches you?

✴ Sometimes I want an overview of a sub-
ject. Sometimes I want an informed reaction to 
an event, discovery, or idea. Sometimes I’m a�er 
context: How important is this event, really? What 
does it mean? How much does it matter? What do 
we need to know to understand it? 

✴ Always appreciated are lively quotes, enthu-
siasm, and passion for the work or the idea. 

�ird, what should you know before you talk 
to a journalist?

✴ What kind of story is the journalist working 
on? Is it a scene-set-
ting overview, a quick-
turnaround news 
story, an in-depth 
analysis? It’s fair to ask 
if you don’t know.

✴ What kind of 
media outlet is the 
journalist working 
for? Do you know the 
publication or show? 
Again, ask or do some research of your own so 
that you have a sense of what kind of venue you’re 
being asked to appear in. Don’t make the mistake 
of treating “the media” as one animal; there are 
many species of us, and we function in some very 
di�erent ways.

✴ Be prepared to have a long and complex con-
versation reduced to a handful of quotes (accurate 
and in context, we hope). See the note about space 
and length constraints above.

✴ Stay away from jargon or theory-speak. �is 
is not the same as dumbing down your subject. 
Just remember you’re not talking to a roomful of 
fellow experts in your �eld. A caveat: terms of art 
and expert detail are necessary and welcome, any-
thing that gives the story context and �avor.

✴ �e journalist’s reputation is on the line, too. 
I don’t want to get it wrong any more than you do.

✴ Most journalists do not pay for interviews, 

nor will we show you the story before it runs or 
airs. 

Fourth, how can journalists �nd you?

✴ �ink about what aspects of your work may 
be newsworthy or of interest to an audience be-
yond your �eld. Be honest, now. Not every journal 
article merits a universal press release.

✴ Make friends with your campus news ser-
vice. �e good ones know when to pitch, whom to 
pitch, and how o�en.

✴ Look to book and journal editors you work 
with to help spread the word about ni�y ideas, 
monographs, special issues, reports, exciting de-

bates and controversies, and 
the like.

✴ Make use of Twitter, 
Facebook, blogs, and so forth 
as a way to share news (selec-
tively) about what you’re do-
ing or to �ag new twists and 
developments in your �eld.

✴ If you have a good tip 
or idea, get in touch with a 
journalist directly, but be ju-

dicious about it. None of us lack for email to read 
these days, and I have come to dread the epic 
voicemail pitches I sometimes get.

�e bottom line is that talking to journalists 
does not have to be unpleasant or scary. �e me-
dia can help your ideas and your research reach 
the wider world. To make the experience as pain-
less as possible, do your homework, understand 
the constraints the reporter is working under, 
don’t overdo the jargon, and don’t be afraid to let 
your enthusiasm and your expertise show.

A former sta�er at �e New York Review of 
Books and a former contributing editor of �e 
Washington Post Book World, Jennifer Howard is 
now a senior reporter at �e Chronicle of Higher 
Education, where she writes about the humanities, 
publishing, and other fun stu�.
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Proceed with Caution

Between a Rock and a Hard Place

Archaeologists who work in areas that 
have any intersection with the biblical 

world or texts are in a hard spot. On the one hand, 
they want to explore and explain their work to an 
interested public. On the other hand, the public 
has been primed not to trust scholars and to ex-
pect that archaeological �nds must always have a 
punch line—one that either proves or disproves 
the Bible. 

Add to this the rise of “amateur experts” who 
are perfectly happy to take your place in the in-
terview seat should you decide a media project 
is academically irresponsible. �e wonderfully 
democratizing aspects of the Web have a double 
edge, too: you must contend with opinions and 
ideas (sometimes attributed, other times not) that 
have never gone through the peer-review process 
and yet can still impact people’s perceptions.

I have found that doing media work—and I 
should qualify that by saying, doing documentary 
work produced by for-pro�t media houses—is 
surprisingly challenging. It is di�cult to convey 
both the context we scholars take for granted 
and a snappy quote the producers will love. And 
chances are, a�er a 15-minute interview, they’re 
going to cut out the context and leave the snappy 
quote, because the medium they work in can’t al-
low for a 15-minute contextual set-up. So those 
are the some of the constraints you have to work 
with. 

�e following are some pieces of hard-earned 
advice I would give to any archaeologist (or schol-
ar) who is considering working with TV media. 

 Do not agree to sign no-disclosure 
agreements.

 If a reporter calls you to comment on 
something you have no knowledge of, 
remember that you can always decline 
to be interviewed. You do not have to 
answer questions on something you 
have not seen, read, or informed your-
self about.

 If you are not happy with the way your 
quotes were used in a production, or 
simply feel the need to rebut a piece of 
irresponsible work, write an editorial 
aimed at the nonspecialist. Send it to 
the Archaeological Institute of Ameri-
ca, the SBL, ASOR, and anywhere else 
you think might post it. Put it on your 
website. �en, if reporters call you ask-
ing for your views, you can also point 
them to your editorial.

 �e popularity of biblical archaeology 
and the desire on the part of media pro-
ductions to hype the “Is it true or isn’t 
it?” angle means that unethical, sensa-
tional, and factually unsound ideas and 
theories will be aired to the public. �en 
scholars are called on to comment, and 
we tend to end up looking like the bad 
guys, the nuancing naysayers. �is 
“mopping up” aspect of being an expert 
can be a waste of time better spent on 
doing your research. But it also needs 
to be done.
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Jodi Magness
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
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 Related to point 4 is a basic observation 
that scholars’ values are o�en at cross-
purposes with TV producers’ values. �ey 
want to make money o� of archaeology, 
and we don’t. �ey want to validate per-
sonal belief, and we don’t. �is means that 
what we �nd interesting—say, that we can 
reconstruct the world of Jesus with a fair 
degree of accuracy—won’t interest them. 
�ey—or rather, the public—want a piece 
of Jesus himself. �e same goes for the exo-
dus, Noah’s ark, and so on. 

 Sometimes someone from a production 
house will contact you asking for your help 
with their research. �ey usually call at an 
early stage in production, and they some-
times call you several times, an hour at a 
time. While this may be 
�attering, this is time you 
are not spending on your 
research, and it can start to 
add up. Of course, you are 
not forced to talk to any-
one, but it might be wise 
either to email them a bib-
liography on the subject or 
to set a consulting fee for 
your services (see below).

 If you still want to go ahead 
and do media work (and I 
recommend that you do, 
but with your eyes wide 
open), remember to talk in 
a way that is easy to under-
stand, the shorter the bet-
ter. Be aware that television 
media (in my experience) 
tend to prefer talking heads 
who speak with American 
or British accents and that 
being a woman has an ap-
peal to producers whose 
roster of interviewees are 
mostly male. 

What Can Our Professional  

Organizations Do? 

✴ ASOR, SBL, and the AIA can better coordi-
nate their responses to media splashes on biblical 
topics. Swi�, strong, and uni�ed statements from 
all three organizations on their websites would be 
a responsible action that safeguards the profes-
sional conduct and values of archaeology and its 
related disciplines. 

✴ Create permanent media committees (as 
ASOR has done) that will be proactive as well as 
reactive, to ensure that archaeological work is pre-
sented accurately and responsibly to the public. 

✴ O�er workshops, training, and advice to 
our members at our annual meetings or through 

online education (resources 
such as this one or webinars). 

✴ Dra� policies and guide-
lines for our organizations 
rather than leaving individual 
members to deal with media 
crises on an ad hoc basis. 

✴ Establish hourly consult-
ing fees to charge for-pro�t 
media companies. �is might 
encourage producers to do a 
larger amount of homework 
before they contact us for that 
phone consult. 

5
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Because the public gets much 

of their information about 

the Bible and its world from 

television (and now Internet) 

media, we must learn how to 

communicate in those media 

e�ectively. �is means learning 

how to present complex issues 

and controversies in a sound 

bite.  Although we may likely 

be quoted out of context, the 

alternative is to abandon the 

stage and allow others less 

quali�ed to represent the 

public face of archaeology. 

Sound Bites

Professor Jodi Magness holds the 
Kenan Distinguished Professor 
for teaching Excellence in Early 
Judaism chair in the Depart-
ment of Religious Studies at the 
University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill. Her �eld of exper-
tise is in the archaeology of Pal-
estine in the time of Jesus. She 
has appeared in and consulted 
on several televised documen-
tary projects relating to biblical 
archaeology.
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The phone rings, or you get an email. It’s 
a reporter on deadline seeking comment 

or wanting to pick your brain at length as he or 
she begins working on a story about your area of 
expertise. Don’t frame your thoughts “for the me-
dia.” �e media are just that: the intermediary be-
tween you and the public. So, speak to the public. 
�e following do’s and don’ts will help you com-
municate what you know with clarity.

1.  Simplicity and clarity are 
the allies of precision.  

 Simplicity does not equal dumbing-down. It 
means that, in order to reach your audience 
(which is not the interviewer, by the way), 
you’ll want to avoid the “-isms,” the “-ities,” 
and the “-ics,” as in “textual criticism,” “multi-
vocalities,” or “hermeneutics.” Remember your 
audience. Twenty-eight percent of Americans 
have a college degree, so kick into your teach-
ing mode when you speak and think of your 
audience as your undergraduate 101 course. 

2.  Avoid academic jargon (see 
number 1) and be concrete. 

 Use examples when you speak; they help the 
reader get a handle on your subject. Journal-
ists also love numbers and facts—not a �ood 
of them, but one or two are good.

3.  Allow journalists to do 
their job. 

 Journalists may not be experts in your �eld, but 

many are smart—and know how to ask good 
questions, research a topic, fact-check, and 
write well—all of which will help your work 
get out to the public. If you spend time second-
guessing them 
or nit-picking 
their questions 
or terms, this 
creates an el-
ement of an-
tagonism that 
isn’t helpful to 
the interview. 
And don’t lump 
good journal-
ists in with 
the much-ma-
ligned “media.” 

4.  Avoid murky thinking, and 
don’t split hairs.

 Let the material breathe; don’t constantly rebut 
your interviewer’s questions with responses 
that begin, “Well, not exactly.…” Don’t use jar-
gon or hair-splitting expressions such as “it’s 
complex,” which can suggest that you haven’t 
thought the matter through or that you have 
nothing concrete to give the audience.

5.  Practice and prepare well 
in advance.

 Practice your “elevator speech,” your one sen-
tence that summarizes what you do. 

3 Ten Commandments in  

Ten Minutes:
How to Talk to the Public via Journalists

Marcia Z. Nelson
Publishers’ Weekly
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6.  Show your passion and en-
thusiasm.

 �e people who show genuine enthusiasm for 
their topic are more engaging and likely to 
reach an audience.

7.  Offer follow-up and avail-
ability.

 Journalists are pressed for time and o�en on 
tight deadlines. If you follow up an interview 
with related information or your own availabil-
ity for further discussion, that’s a plus.

8.  Keep your website up to date.

 It’s di�cult for a journalist to �nd you and know 
your research interests and a�liation if this is 
not current on your website—or if you don’t 
have a website.

9.  Never say “no comment” (un-
less there is a legal issue).

 You can, however, choose not to answer a cer-
tain question. Just be pleasant about it so you 
don’t come o� as stonewalling or uncooperative. 

10. Be natural. 

 Journalists enjoy and will come back to schol-
ars who are at ease in conversation and whose 
humility and enthusiasm for their subject are 
apparent.

 Simplicity and clarity are the allies of precision.

 Avoid academic jargon and be concrete.

  Allow journalists to do their job. 

 Avoid murky thinking, and don’t split hairs.

 Practice and prepare well in advance.

 Show your passion and enthusiasm.

 Offer follow-up and availability.

Keep your website up to date.

Never say “no comment.” 

Be natural.  

Marcia Nelson has worked for newspapers, 
been published online, is the author of three 
books, and has trained journalists about reli-
gion for the Religion Newswriters’ Association. 
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I began digging in Israel in 1999. No one cared. 
I had earned an M.Div. and was educated in 

biblical studies. No one cared. I was working on my 
Ph.D. at UCLA. No one cared. I was teaching reli-
gious studies as an adjunct at Pepperdine. No one 
cared. �en Nicole Kidman hired me to personally 
tutor her in Hebrew Bible/Old Testament. All of a 
sudden, documentary companies cared. 

I built trust with some producers, and I be-
came a credible scholar who was (and still is) com-
mitted to educating the public as well as talking to 
other scholars and contributing to cutting-edge re-
search. I was a centrist, always positive, gave freely 
of my knowledge when asked, and never spoke 
negatively of other scholars to producers. I tried to 
promote other scholars as 
much as I could, knowing 
those recommendations 
might one day come back 
to me. 

In many ways, the 
academy and television 
are the same. It helps to 
know the right people and 
have great recommenda-
tions, and sometimes you 
catch a break; but in the 
long run, it is your talent 
and goodwill that sustain 
your reputation. However, TV producers look for 
an additional element not so common in academia: 
“camera-friendly” personalities. 

It probably didn’t hurt that I was twenty years 
younger than everyone else on most shows. Pro-
ducers liked my youth because it helped them 
reach a younger demographic of viewers.

Based on my experiences in television, I have 
assembled a few tips on how to give a good inter-
view.

Getting Ready and Being Prepared

1. Ask for the questions ahead of time.

Ask producers to email you the questions so 
you can prepare concise and tailored answers. 
If they refuse to send you the questions ahead of 
time, decline the interview. Never set yourself up 
for an ambush interview.

Do your research. By this I do not mean origi-
nal research, but check your facts. TV documen-
tary makers want to know consensus views and 

need simple, running com-
mentary, not the latest thing 
you thought of this week. 
Don’t get lost in the details, 
but try to have some clever 
lines with supporting details 
ready to go.

Bring notes to the set and 
keep them on your lap to re-
fer to in between takes. You 
know what the interviewer is 
going to ask, so a�er he or she 
asks the question, look down, 
�gure out what you’re going 

to say, look back up, and say it con�dently and suc-
cinctly.

�e producer can tell if you came prepared, 
just as you can tell if a student came prepared to 
your class. So be prepared, and ask for the ques-
tions in advance.

Page 8

Robert Cargill
University of California, Los Angeles



2. Ask for standard compensation.

Don’t be afraid to ask for compensation for 
your time, even if it’s your �rst interview experi-
ence. Standard compensation ranges from $100 to 
$300 for a couple of hours of on-camera time. Be 
con�dent. Ask as if it’s assumed, and you’ll get your 
price.

3. Don’t dress like a “scholar.”

Wear something nice. Don’t wear 
the most drab, threadbare, or co�ee-
stained clothes you own. Get a haircut. 
Iron your shirt. Pretend it’s a job in-
terview. Bring a change of clothes and 
let the producer choose what he or she 
wants. Don’t be afraid to go without a 
tie or even a coat.

Most important, never wear green, 
white, stripes, checks, or logos! Stripes 
and checks cause the image in the cam-
era to �icker, while plain white shirts 
and greens can cause “green screening,” 
which is the technique used to super-
impose one image over another (think 
of the weather segment on the nightly 
news). Finally, visible logos (e.g., Polo, 
Lacoste) are bad because the producer 
has to pay fees to the clothing company 
if the logo is displayed. Browns, blacks, 
blues, and tans work well with TV.

The Interview

4. Rephrase the question at the be-

ginning of your answer.

Remember that the TV audience 
will never hear the interviewer’s ques-
tions, so you should repeat the question at the be-
ginning of every answer.

For instance, if the interviewer says, “Why are 
the Dead Sea Scrolls important?” you should not 
begin your answer with, “Because they give us a 
unique glimpse of Judaism that was previously 
unknown to us.” Rather, you should begin your 
answer by restating the question: “�e Dead Sea 

Scrolls are important because they give us a unique 
glimpse of Judaism that was previously unknown 
to us.”

5. Use multiple takes.

If you are really not comfortable with your in-
terview statement, you can always say: “Actually, 

could I say that again? I stum-
bled there on a word.” Or, “I 
think I can say that better.” It’s 
just as important for you to say 
exactly what you mean as it is 
for the producer to get a good 
take of you saying it. If you feel 
you could say it better, ask for a 
retake. 

6. Remember that you don’t 

have to answer every question.

As the on-screen talent 
(and as a scholar), you are the 
expert. Don’t stretch to answer 
questions you aren’t prepared 
to answer or, even worse, aren’t 
quali�ed to answer. To be sure, 
if you attempt to answer ques-
tions you aren’t comfortable 
with, those are the comments 
that will end up in the show. 
When asked a question, it’s okay 
to say, “You know, I don’t have 
a comment on that” or “�at’s 
out of my area of expertise.”

7. Popularize but don’t sen-

sationalize. 

�ere are ways to make your 
comments more accessible to 

nonspecialists without sensationalizing. Some TV 
producers want you to say something in a sensa-
tional way because it “sells” better. A common joke 
among scholars appearing in TV documentaries is 
hearing a producer ask, “Could you say that again, 
but this time use the word ‘mystery’?”

Don’t use big words when simpler ones will 
do, but don’t sacri�ce the nuance of what you’re 
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Wear something nice 

for TV interviews that 

would re�ect what you 

might wear to a profes-

sional job interview. Do 

not wear green, white, 

stripes, checks, or logos, 

as they may well inter-

fere with �lming or in-

cur advertising fees for 

the producer.



saying. Imagine that you are about to make a very 
important point to your freshman class. Don’t as-
sume anything. In fact, try to explain the terms you 
are using within your explanations. Couch de�ni-
tions within your comments. For instance, say, 
“�e importance of eschatological reversal—that 
is, the idea that in heaven you will experience the 
opposite of whatever you experienced on earth—is 
central to the theology of the Gospel of Luke.”

8. Couch your quali�ers within your state-

ments.

More scholars have been burned in postpro-
duction than in any other place in the documenta-
ry-making process. �at is, a�er the interview, the 
producers and the editor cut up your interview to 
use only the best parts. O�en, some 
producers will cut up por-
tions of what you’ve said 
to make you “say” 
what they wanted 
you to say, even if 
you didn’t mean to 
say that. �is is the 
chief fear of most 
scholars and the big-
gest deterrent to most 
scholars agreeing to appear 
on TV.

�e trick is to speak so that it is di�cult to cut 
up what you’ve said. It is also important to state 
on camera exactly what you’re not saying as well. 
When your interview is transcribed (a process that 
is usually done by an outside company or a techni-
cian), if you state clearly what you do not mean to 
say, it is less likely that your words will be edited in 
a contrary way.

One way to do this is to speed up and change 
the pitch of your voice when making important 
statements. Also, couching your quali�ers in the 
middle of your sentences makes them di�cult to 
edit.

For instance, do not say, “While there is very 
little evidence to support it, I guess it is possible 
that the Israelites crossed the Red Sea, just as the 

Bible says they did.” Why not? Because this sen-
tence can be easily shortened by eliminating the 
�rst half of the sentence so that your resulting 
comment says, “�e Israelites crossed the Red Sea 
just as the Bible says they did.”

Instead, couch the quali�er in the middle of 
your sentence by saying, “It is possible that the Is-
raelites, even though there is very little evidence 
to support it, crossed the Red Sea, just as the Bible 
says they did.”

In this way, it is more di�cult to edit out the 
middle of this statement in postproduction, espe-
cially if you emphasized some of the words and 
thereby changed the pitch of your voice in the 
middle.

Now, it is possible that the interviewer will 
ask, “Would you repeat that, but 

this time say it a little more 
con�dently, and try to 

use the word ‘mys-
tery’?” Here you 
have the right to 
say, “No. I said it 
exactly the way 

I wanted to say it. 
�e truth is, there is 

very little archaeologi-
cal evidence to support any 

exodus from Egypt. Having said 
that, I must concede that it is possible—however 
unlikely historically—that there may have been an 
exodus from Egypt.” �is forces, or at least strongly 
encourages, the producer to use your statement as 
you said it.

9. Practice your delivery.

Practice makes perfect. Stand in front of a mir-
ror and practice speaking. Now, before you say 
to yourself, “�at’s the most vain thing I’ve ever 
heard,” remember back to the �rst time you gave a 
paper at SBL. Remember how you not only wrote 
a fantastic paper but also practiced every word, re-
membering to underline the words you planned to 
intonate and emphasize so that every syllable was 
perfect. 
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“
”

�e trick is to speak so that it is 

difficult to cut up what you’ve 

said. It is also important to state 

on camera exactly what you’re 

not saying as well. 
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Remember that TV is a visual 
medium as well as an aural one. 
Many scholars have heard papers 
at SBL that, while perhaps quite  
informative, had unintended sopo-
ri�c qualities! You absolutely can-
not give TV viewers the chance 
to change the channel when you 
speak. Delivery is key.

Don’t sensationalize or be 
overly dramatic, but be persuasive. 
�is might feel a bit arti�cial, but 
it is essential that you emphasize 
your main points with your face as 
well as your voice. Remember to 
smile with your eyes as well as your 
mouth. As you get better, you’ll 
�nd your own voice and style and 
use them to your strength. 

10. Remember that you’re on a small screen.

In a movie shown on the big screen, every slight 
movement and every glance of the eye is exagger-
ated. One need not move much to make a point. 
�is is the drama of the big screen: big screen, little 
movements.

However, most documentaries are on the TV, 
which is a much smaller screen. Subtle movements 
go largely unnoticed. �is means that you have to 
be almost exaggerated in both your in�ection and 
your movements.

If you watch an interview a�er you’ve given 
it, you’ll o�en notice that those times where you 
thought you were being overly emphatic are barely 
noticeable. �is means that you have to be very 
emphatic with your hands, your voice, and your 
head when you speak. A small screen requires 
larger, exaggerated movements in order to look 
natural on TV.

For practice, watch e�ective speakers when 
they give papers at SBL. �e good presenters all 
know this. �ey deliver a paper at a tempered 
pace and with wonderful in�ection. �ey use their 
hands and their heads to emphasize certain points. 
Try to emulate this when on TV.

11. Land the plane.

Do not ramble. �is is perhaps the biggest 
problem with scholars. �ey speak in long, ram-
bling, sentences, thinking out loud as they go. In-
stead, when on TV, speak in sound bites. You’re 
only going to get one, short shot to speak, and you 
want it to be concise, meaningful, and clever. 

When you’re about to �nish a sentence, use 
your vocal intonation to signal that you’re ending 
your thought. Don’t say, “So that’s why it’s impor-
tant to cite your sources … um … because that way 
people can check your references to make sure that 
what you’re saying is true.” Instead, say, “And that’s 
why it’s important to cite your sources.” Pause. “If 
you cite your sources, others can check to make 
sure what you’ve said is true.” 

Note that in the second take, I broke up my 
comments into two, distinct bites that can easily be 
separated if needed. And, I landed the plane at the 
end of each sentence.

Remember to end each sentence on a solid 
vocal note, to pause, and to maintain eye contact 
with the producer asking the questions a�er each 

Don’t sensationalize or be 

overly dramatic, but be 

persuasive and remember: 

Smile with your eyes as 

well as your mouth.
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sentence. �is gives the editor in post-
production plenty of room to edit your 
comment cleanly. 

Other Advice

12. Create a media site on your pri-

vate web page.

If you want to be selected, you must 
apply. �is is true for �nding a job and 
for appearing on TV documentaries. One 
e�ective way to make yourself available 
to documentary producers is to create a 
media website. Some of your colleagues 
may tease you, but a media site will 
increase your visibility and accessibility 
to producers and journalists. Just as you 
post your academic C.V. to attract and impress 
potential employers and tenure committees, 
you should create a “media C.V.” to display your 
strengths to potential documentary producers.

Additionally, you can increase your online 
presence by blogging or using Twitter, Facebook, 
and other social networking media. As libraries 
and bookstores continue to transition to digital 
media, and as online publications are gaining in 
reputation, the Internet is quickly becoming the 
main way to �nd experts in a particular �eld. An 
online media C.V. may include your academic 
publications and areas of expertise from your aca-
demic C.V.

13. Finally, establish trust with producers.

We must remember that trust is a two-way 
street. While there are plenty of reasons for schol-
ars to be skeptical of TV producers, not all docu-
mentary makers are out to make you say something 
they want you to say. Some documentary makers 
have earned reputations for acting unethically and 
unprofessionally toward scholars, but this is not 
true of all producers in the industry. �e quickest 
way to check to see if a producer is legitimate is to 
check his or her website. Do you recognize any of 
the shows he or she has produced? �e other quick 
way to check is to contact colleagues who have ap-

peared on TV to see if they have an opinion about 
a particular documentary maker.

Appearing on TV can o�er great exposure for 
you and for your university. TV producers know 
this. Likewise, documentary makers usually try 
to make more than one documentary, so it is in 
their best interest to be fair and professional when 
dealing with the scholars who are essential to their 
work. Most documentary makers, while they may 
have a script in mind, are truly attempting to dis-
cover and learn as much as they can from you, the 
scholar, during the interview. If you show them a 
little trust, they will return that trust by treating 
you fairly in their �nal product. 

I hope these tips will guide you on your way to a 
better experience when talking to the media.

Dr. Robert Cargill is archaeology Research Asso-
ciate at the University of California, Los Angeles. 
Cargill, who earned his Ph.D. at UCLA, is also 
Instructional Technology Coordinator for the 
UCLA Center for Digital Humanities. His most 
recent book is Qumran through (Real) Time: A 
Virtual Reconstruction of Qumran and the Dead 
Sea Scrolls (Gorgias, 2009). Dr. Cargill has ap-
peared in numerous television documentaries.


