August Workshops


7 August 2003

Street reporting

Sandy Padwe, Columbia University lecture
Klatell – We begin to prepare to report in the neighborhoods and on the streets.


Padwe was at the New York Times, Sports Illustrated, ESPN and the Philadelphia Enquirer.


He transformed the teaching of Investigative project and sports reporting.

Padwe – “the road to Baghdad” (and overseas assignments) begins here and on your beat in the city.


The interesting thing is that every year, things change in the neighborhoods.


In covering neighborhoods, consider the churches. When people are desparate, they go to church. Go to the houses of worship. Clergy are great sources.

There should be no fear. You will get through it.

If you follow a few simple rules, you will succeed.

1. be polite

2. don’t be confrontational

3. don’t scream “I’m a reporter” 

4. take your story back and show it to people.

5. “I’m a student from the Graduate School of Journalism at Columbia University, and I’m working on…”

Dress professionally. Look like a professional.

Put on a tie to show them respect.

If you find it is becoming a barrier, do what you have to do.

Safety – don’t be afraid to work the buddy system. Talk to your RWI teacher. Once you are comfortable, much of this stuff melts away.

How do you get to know your neighborhood?

1. Start with the census and the ‘community district needs’ which every RWI teacher has. Some of these needs have not changed for 10 or 15 years. These are written by the community board heads and they sometimes exaggerate their needs.

2. Go to the library in your neighborhood. Branch libraries have a lot of things, historical material and immigration material.

3. Learn all the elected officials, and visit their offices and staff. U.S., state assembly, state senators, city council, borough president offices, community boards.

4. The history of neighborhoods. Get to know the museums on your beat and historical places. When you get into nitty gritty reporting, go to a city property office in your borough. The CU bookstore also has a section on New York and the various neighborhoods.

5. Community boards “little city halls.” They technically govern the neighborhood. They have monthly meetings, which you should attend. Join up with other students who have your neighborhood and make an appointment. Put a sign in the lounge.

6. The police. Go into the precinct and introduce yourself to the community relations person and the desk sergeant. Listen to the cops when they tell you to avoid an area. If you have concerns on the beat, call a professor in case of emergency. Wear the press pass at all times. If you go on a ride along with the police, let your RWI prof know you’re doing it. A police scanner is supposedly $40 at Radio Shack. It becomes a source (“police said.”)

7. The firemen have become much more human since 9/11. They know as much as the cops, and they are more willing to share it. Some have a building violations card catalog.

8. Community based organizations (CBO). Get to know every CBO operating in your neighborhood. They are secondary sources, since they are generally activists, but they give you a good start on stories.

9. Go to the schools. When you can go in, go in. Otherwise, wait for teachers outside. Two out of 10 chance to get in the schools. You may work through union reps.

Learn how to work the middle of the Greenbook. Avoid PR and work the middle managers. Check what the legal issues of privacy are in talking to children. Ultimately, it is public property, and you have the right to be there.

Should you take a tape recorder? Yes, but know when to use it. Sometimes it scares people. Take a pencil for days when pens freeze or rain blots ink.

10. hospitals. Find where the doctors hang out. Don’t misrepresent yourself. If you walk through the front door and nobody stops you… Be honest about who you are.

11. Senior centers and community centers. The directors who run these places have a good knowledge of the neighborhood. Institutional memory.

12. Try to read the ethnic press, talk to the reporters. Chinese papers, Hispanic papers, Amsterdam press. Don’t talk to the Daily News, Post, New York Times reporters. They will steal your ideas. Don’t talk to TV.

13. The parks. Approach them gingerly, but approach them. Learn what vicious breeds of dogs looks like. Drug dealers have pit bulls and what not.

14. Community colleges, etc, professors.

15. Sanitation workers. They love to talk because nobody talks to them. Their supervisors are in blue and orange cars.

16. doormen and superintendents, real estate people.

17. bus depots and train yards. Get to know the workers and the bus drivers. Get to know the coffee shops and bars where cops, etc, go. Trainmen who drive the subways. Get a green book when it comes out. 

Walk through the front door of a place. 

If you need to take another tack, it’s a decision to be made between you and your editor.

Don’t give anyone a chance to accuse you of being unethical. Be aggressive, but be ethical. If you need to get a translator for a source, attribute the translator. 

“said through a translator” and make sure you have the translator’s name.

Getting people quoted correctly is very important. If someone speaks broken English, you can paraphrase him.

Double source everything you don’t see.

18. Encyclopedia of New York by Kenneth Jackson of the history department.

19. websites, start with the city’s page.  Gothamgazette.com

be honest, polite and decent.

Illegal immigrants, you may use pseudonyms.
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Beat Reporting

Prof. Sig Gissler

Bruce Porter introduced him.

Gissler – former editor of the Milwaukee Journal. Created spring seminar on covering race and ethnicity. Administers the Pulitzer Prizes.

Gissler – one former dean calls Columbia “the West Point of journalism” which denotes a certain academic rigor.

He calls it “the Julliard of journalism.”

He likes churches in neighborhoods as sources. Old folks are widely overlooked.

We also tend to overlook the young and adolescent.

Firefighters have less of a bunker mentality.

Courtesy and trust are important.

Whatever deal you make with a source: honor it.

Never burn a source.

What is a beat? Why have them?

Beat: a topical or geographical area assigned to a reporter for regular coverage.

Topical: education, politics, business, race relations, health, science, children, gender

Geographic: City Hall, police headquarters, state capital, White House

Why: to pursue news with limited resoures


Develop a specialized knowledge, which is of increasing importance.

What is a beatnote?

Some kind of memo between a reporter and a supervising editor.

Develop the capability of staying in touch with an editor ( & RW1 professor) without being a pest.

Be a self starter, but stay in touch.

Reporters have to learn to work at three levels.

1) Here and now, short range stories

2) Medium range: next week to 10 days.

3) Long range: projects coming up in the next weeks or months.

Reporters have to generate a mix of ideas.

Editors are looking for specific story ideas, not topics.

A reporter’s role is as a watchdog of corruption.

Gissler took us through the Newsday beatnotes handout he gave us.

Specific story ideas with single word slug names.

What’s happening on each side of the imaginary lines in these neighborhoods?

We are generally working on a blend of geographical and topical stories.

Beat note

Blend of source building and story idea pitching.

Editors are looking for people who can hit the ground running.

Part one: sources:

Explore the area, people and topics of your beat.

1) Who did you talk to and what did you learn?

2) Who will you talk to and why do you want to talk to them?

When you finish talking to a source, always ask for three more people you can talk to.

Part Two: stories

Generate at least six story ideas for future weeks and indicate potential stories. Try to tie these to the themes of class assignments.

Note: some instructors may add other requirements. Indicate potential sources and give details.

Think at a large range about your Master’s project.

Get working on the beat earlier.

Talk to people on the train.

The more you talk to strangers, the less uncomfortable you become.

Keep a source list handy – file it by topic, rather than by name.
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