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Purpose

Beat maps are a navigational device for beat reporters to find and report stories through a continually growing source list and knowledge base of issues and places. As such, beat maps foster more efficient, thorough and especially diverse beat coverage and a deepening relationship between reporter and community. They also provide continuity and orientation for new beat reporters when a beat changes hands.
Without beat maps, new reporters often have to start over in developing a beat and may as a result stick to institutional sources instead of developing new ones in the community.

Definitions

The beat map is a living document made by a beat reporter that includes, at a minimum, sources, governmental bodies, ongoing or recurring issues, geography, civic and business organizations, community listening posts (aka third grounds), and a continually growing list of new sources from all walks of life and sectors of the community.
Living document: One that grows over time, changing with the experience and knowledge of the document’s creator.

Listening posts/Third grounds: The places in any community where people gather to communicate informally and exchange news, information, gossip, views and ideas. If government buildings are first places and private homes second places, third grounds are the public places where communities discuss things.  Some examples in typical American communities might be diners, bars, coffee shops, libraries, playgrounds, recreation facilities, barber shops-hair salons, etc.
Ridearound: Reporter takes editor for a drive or walk around the city or town to see the lay of the land and discover and discuss new story ideas.

Process procedures

CREATING MAP

1) Define how community’s government works (strong council/weak mayor, city administrator and no mayor, etc.). Here are a couple Web sites to guide you: 

  
 http://policy.rutgers.edu/cgs/PDFrc/FormsOfMuniGovt.pdf
  http://www.njslom.org/types.html  
2) List all governmental and public school agencies on the beat (or individual town), when and where they meet, and their members, with contact information.
3) Get physical, road, political, zoning, flood and any other actual maps of the city or town available, including digital ones.

4) Identify and list business, civic, school and faith-based organizations with contacts, such as PTOs, taxpayers associations, little leagues, 4-H, Rotary and Chamber of Commerce, churches, synagogues, mosques and temples, etc.
5) List 10 sources (government and activists) in the community to call every week for story ideas and feedback.
6) Identify listening posts/third grounds in the community and list them.
7) Spend one half-day per month finding or visiting listening posts/third grounds and talking to ordinary people and business people about their concerns and lives. You may add these people to your sources and use the listening posts to develop story ideas, but not use the listening post exercise as a story assignment itself.
8) Synopsize all recurring or cyclical issues and stories on the beat.

9) Note dates for ridearound with editor. This should be done at least twice yearly, and more often if desirable.

10) File draft of beat map to HN Intranet site, PageOne.

MAINTAINING MAP

11) Spend one half-day per month finding or visiting listening posts/third grounds and talking to ordinary people and business people about their concerns and lives. You may add these people to your sources and use the listening posts to develop story ideas, but not use the listening post exercise as a story assignment itself.
12) Add to the list five new sources every month. Use new sources in stories for diversity of voices and ideas.

13) Define three sources to add to your list of 10 to call regularly.

14) Check recurring or cyclical issues synopses to see if they need updating. Update as needed.

15) File updated beat map and any new sources to HN Intranet site, PageOne.
16) Revisit beat map each month, and before leaving your beat.
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