Basic Tips for Dealing with Reporters

· Get to know the reporters covering your school. Do it now; don’t wait until there is a controversy. You can almost be guaranteed reporters will find out about the problems and cover them. If you have developed a positive relationship with reporters before then, things will go better. Pick up the phone; get together.

· If there is a school public relations professional in your school system, get to know that individual and determine what procedures exist regarding dealing with reporters.

· Involve reporters in your instructional program. Have them discuss journalistic ethics with your journalism class or speak to the PTA. Let them see your school firsthand. This may not result in an instant story, but will build relationships.

· Remember your credibility. It’s the only thing you have going for you when you speak with reporters. Be honest. A lie or half-truth will impact your credibility for years. It’s not smart to hope the news media won’t catch you.

· Understand that education is a difficult beat to cover. Be willing to explain facts to reporters so they will get the story right. Provide basic information in writing.

· Be willing to be interviewed. You don’t have to drop everything for the interview, but reporters exist because of information. An educator once complained that he didn’t return a reporter’s phone call because the writer never reported the educator’s side of the story. There may be a connection.

· Remember that reporters have deadlines which are inflexible. Again, you don’t have to drop everything, but you should determine when the reporter needs information and provide it by then. Information given after the deadline is information which can’t be used in that story.

· If you don’t know the answer, say so. That’s OK. Get the information and provide it to the reporter before his/her deadline. That’s a much better approach than trying “to fake it.” Everyone benefits from accurate information.

· Provide story ideas. Reporters live in a competitive world and are always looking for a good story. Give reporters short descriptions and contact names with phone numbers.

· Keep your head about errors. They should be corrected, but it’s much like when a parent has a problem in the classroom. We hope that the parent goes first to the teacher. You should start with the reporter and be calm and professional. If you do not get satisfaction, you can always go to the reporter’s editor as a second step. Don’t demand a retraction if your name is misspelled. Correct minor errors for future usage. On a major error, it may be appropriate to ask for a correction.

