Sports Writing 101 By Joe Rexrode, Lansing State Journal

· You are not a fan. 

Most people who have a passion for sports have a passion for certain teams. That’s over. Bias will hurt your work. And this goes both ways. You may have someone you don’t like on your beat, a personality conflict. You can’t let that cloud your work the other way. 

· Cover it just like a news beat.

Reporters who cover politicians are expected to keep an eye on them, to hold them accountable for their conduct and for the spending of public money. If you cover a sports beat, you should approach it the same way. This goes back to No. 1: You are not a fan. You are not a cheerleader. You are keeping an eye on the people you cover, and if you have a college sports beat, you are keeping an eye on the athletic department budget.

· Break away from the “pack.”

Sports writing involves a lot of press conferences, games and “spoon fed” information. The environment is carefully monitored by media relations people. You can cover one of these beats by attending the events, talking to people when they’re provided and using the information provided by media relations. This is “pack journalism.” To excel at your beat, you must go beyond this kind of information and call other people, interview other people, get info from other sources.

· Talk to everyone.

Try to meet as many people as you can around your beat. Talk to people, get to know them, you never know when it will pay off. You must be very outgoing and very organized as well. Keep all of your phone numbers handy. On a sports beat, you will probably add 10 or more numbers a month, so you must be organized.

· Read everything.

Obviously, you will need to keep up with the competition and read what they have every day. But it shouldn’t stop there. Spend some time each day reading newspapers online. And not just sports. You need to be informed, and you never know when you’ll come across a great idea for reporting or writing.

· Learn your trade.

As a sports writer, you can always improve your abilities. Go to work shops when possible and work to improve yourself. Also, if you’re covering a specific sport, you should try to learn as much as possible about the sport so you can better inform readers. Sources, mainly coaches, who don’t believe you know what you’re talking about will not respect you as much. Make sure you can speak their language.

· Think immediate.

The days of getting a scoop, writing it and watching it appear in the morning paper are basically over. When you get something now, you’ll typically need to get it online as soon as possible. Blogs are an important part of the business now. Always be thinking of Web updates you can do and extras that can enhance your Web product.

· Be versatile.

Understand the technology as much as possible. Learn to take photos. Learn to shoot video. We’re moving toward people who can do it all, and if you can provide written and visual content and post it to your publication’s Web site, you will be more valuable.

· You are never off.

This is a fun job with a lot of flexibility. But it never ends. Weekend hours, night hours and travel are part of the deal. You should always consider yourself “on call,” and you should always be plugged in because news happens at any time.

