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Chapter 14/Covering A Beat

Lesson #14: The principles of good reporting apply to the coverage of any beat.
Standards beats include:

· Local government

· Police

· Business

· Sports

· Cyberspace

· Religion

· Education

Beat reporters inform listeners/viewers/readers what is happening & how to get involved.  They are the eyes and ears of their communities.  They keep track of powerful institutions that shape readers’ lives.

Tips for Successful Beat Reporters:

1. Be Prepared – Learn about your beat by researching continuing issues; become familiar with laws governing the beat your are covering; look at your state’s open-meeting & open-record laws *
· Be Alert – think fast & seize opportunities…ask:

· Who will benefit, who will be hurt?

· How important is this?

· Who is for this, who is against it?

· How much will it cost and why will pay?
2. Be Persistent – don’t give up till you get an answer to your question & keep track of slow-moving developments; create a tickler file to tickle your memory about pending stories

3. Be There – there is no substitute for personal contact, so make yourself a part of the community you are covering by doing favors when possible, don’t ignore good news stories, protect sources and be accurate

4. Be Wary – every reporter on a beat is under pressures that can obscure the readers’ importance; be wary of sources’ efforts to use you; don’t get so cozy with insiders that you forget you are writing for outsiders

* N.H. Right to Know Law - sets forth procedures intended to ensure the open operation of government and the protection of every individual’s privacy.  (RSA 91A, December 10, 1992)
Online coverage:

Interactivity allows readers to interact with the information you post…and you!

Covering local beats:

· Information is power – find the people who understand in detail how an organization functions & how decisions are made

· The budget is the blueprint – it tells where the money comes from where it goes

· Distributing power & money is politics – in any organization power & money go hand-in-hand with politics.  Politics provide the mechanisms through which limited resources are allocated among many competing groups; politics are the crucial factors in all beat reporting.

[p. 302:] Writing for Readers:

· Translate – most people don’t speak the same language as bureaucrats, educators, scientists & lawyers

· Think of the Public Pocketbook – if the tax rate goes up, what will that mean to your reader?

· Get Out of the Office – Go to where government meets constituents (ride a bus, visit a school, attend a health clinic, see if garbage is being picked up, ride patrol with a police officer)

· Ask the Audience Member’s Questions – “why,” “how much will it cost me,” “what will I get out of it?”

[pp.305-06] Police beat:

· Produces some of the best stories…and the laziest reporting

· Expect suspicion & hostility from cops

· Quasi-military organizations with strict chains of command & strong discipline

· Reporters are legally entitled to little of the info they want

· By law a reporter is only entitled to see the arrest sheet (arrest log or blotter).  Most arrest reports are not public documents.

· Getting additional details depends on the goodwill a reporter has generated

· To be fair to the accused, always be skeptical.

[pp.306-310] Sports beat:

· Sports reporters are not the same as play-by-play announcers

· P-b-p announcers are often paid by the team, not the station

· It is harder for sports beat reporters to be objective because they often travel with, eat with and work with the subjects of their work

· Look for losers – they may have the best story tips

· Seek benchwarmers – they may understand the game better than the superstars

· Look beyond the crowds – there are good stories anywhere people are competing

[NITB] Religion beat:

· Media coverage downplays religion even though more Americans attend religious services than college football games
· More Americans are active in religion than politics
· Overwhelming majorities of Americans say religion is important in their lives
What all beat reporters must routinely ask themselves:

· Who will benefit from this & who will be hurt?

· How important is this?

· Who is this for & who is this against?

· How much will this activity cost & who will pay?

Conclusion: be wary of sources trying to use you…reporters must maintain objective distance from their subjects.
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