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COURSE DESCRIPTION:   
This course is the prime component of the Boston University Washington Journalism Program.  
It is designed to provide students with the real-world experience of filing stories on national 
government, policies, issues and politics for newspapers, broadcast organizations, websites and 
other media outlets.  Students will learn how to complete assignments under tight deadlines, 
provide coverage in a focused area or “beat,” and work on expanding their skills to produce 
stories in multiple formats.  
 
COURSE GOALS AND OBJECTIVES: 
Students in the program develop reporting, writing and multimedia skills through the daily 
responsibility of covering national government and issues for individual media outlets.  Students 
who complete this course will come away with the tools necessary to work in a daily news 
environment, including the skills of interviewing, developing sources, archival research, deadline 
writing, video and audio gathering and the editing and updating of websites. 
 
At the end of the course, students should be able to: 

• Work within the distinctive community of the Washington press corps 
• Demonstrate their mastery of the fundamentals of journalism 
• Understand and develop national political and governmental reporting skills 
• Identify newsworthy stories, and generate story ideas to pitch to editors 
• Learn how to develop sources, and develop a network of professional contacts  
• Develop a “beat” and do enterprise reporting 
• Cover breaking events and press conferences, and obtain newsworthy interviews  
• Research and write assigned stories using both commercial (e.g. Lexis-Nexis) and 

specialized governmental (e.g., Thomas.gov, FEC), private sector and other online 
information (e.g., Roper) databases 

• Understand and follow the internal protocols of a newsroom and/or news bureau 
operation 
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Over the course of the semester, the following topics will be addressed, some with the 
participation of guest speakers: 
 

  
            Media resources in DC – on Capitol Hill and elsewhere (press rooms, daybooks, etc.) 

• Identifying stories in DC: Spot news and enterprise 
• Finding your way in reporting on Congress, the White House, the federal bureaucracy 
• Covering K Street: The DC lobbying community 
• Gaining access to news makers/working with press secretaries and press offices 
• Localizing D.C. coverage/increasing its relevance to the readers outside the Beltway 
• Investigative journalism in DC 
• Newsroom copy editing and filing 
• Daily routine and rules for the newsroom/working with editors 
• Developing an online presence/taking full advantage of audio and video 
• Blogs: are they journalism? 
• Ethics in the newsroom and the profession 
• Culture of the Washington press corps 
• Finding your path to a journalism career in DC 

 
Scheduling of the topics will depend on the press of events and the availability of speakers as 
well as the ability to schedule excursions to the White House Press Office, media facilities on 
Capitol Hill, Boston University’s Digital Imaging Center in Georgetown,  a Sunday live 
broadcast of NBC’s “Meet the Press”, and other venues. 

 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS: 
Students should have completed at least one news writing and reporting course before applying 
to the BU Washington Journalism Program.  
 
Students in the program are expected to write or produce an average of two stories a week. 
Stories include a mix of topics about national government or issues with the goal of relating 
topics to the audience of the assigned newspaper or website. Students will be expected to also 
complete longer, news feature pieces for distribution to all the program’s media members. 
Throughout the semester, students are expected to spend a full week, reporting, writing and 
editing in consultation with the instructor and their news editor.  
 
In order to participate in this class and function effectively in the newsroom students should also 
read on a regular basis: The Washington Post, The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal; 
watch “The Newshour” on PBS, the network nightly news and the Sunday morning public affairs 
shows; listen to National Public Radio and regularly check the websites of Congress and news 
organizations that cover them: 
 
http://www.senate.gov/galleries/daily/ 
http://www.house.gov/daily/hpg.htm 
http://thomas.loc.gov/ 
http://www.c-span.org/capitolspotlight/ 

http://www.senate.gov/galleries/daily/
http://www.house.gov/daily/hpg.htm
http://thomas.loc.gov/
http://www.c-span.org/capitolspotlight/
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http://www.politico.com/ 
http://www.hillnews.com/ 
http://www.nationaljournal.com 
http://corporate.cqrollcall.com/content/4/en/CQ_Roll_Call_Daily_Briefing 
 
 
           
REQUIRED TEXTS: 
 
The Associated Press Stylebook 
 
The Almanac of American Politics, by Michael Barone (National Journal) 
 
 

Suggested Reading: 
 

It’s Even Worse Than It Looks: How The American Constitutional System Collided With The 
New Politics Of Extremism, by Thomas Mann and Norman Ornstein 
 
The Broken Branch: How Congress Is Failing America, by Thomas Mann and Norman Ornstein 
 
The Last Great Senate, by Ira Shapiro 
 
The Ambition and the Power, by John Barry  
 

Other Resources: 
Students are expected to follow national government issues as reported by newspapers 
and broadcast outlets. The BU Washington Programs office will have access to major 
national newspapers and news magazines and other reference sources.   

 
The Associated Press Stylebook and other resources will be provided in the BU Washington 
Programs office. 
 
DAILY SCHEDULE: 
Each newsroom editor will set a schedule for checking in and for regular newsroom meetings, as 
well as individual meetings with students as appropriate. 
 
Students will check in with the instructor by phone or email, Monday through Friday, to outline 
and discuss story ideas and plan the day. Similar conversations will be expected between the 
student and his/her member editor(s). The instructor and students will talk as needed throughout 
the day. Stories must be sent to the instructor for editing and student rework with enough time to 
meet deadlines. The student must be available by phone for questions and rework requests. It 
also will be the student’s responsibility to make sure a final version of their story (or a link) is 
placed on the BU Washington Journalism Program’s website.    
 
 

http://www.politico.com/
http://www.hillnews.com/
http://www.nationaljournal.com/
http://corporate.cqrollcall.com/content/4/en/CQ_Roll_Call_Daily_Briefing
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NEWSROOM EXPECTATIONS 
Students are expected to do original reporting for all stories. Students will provide content that is 
free of grammar, spelling and factual errors. Students also will be expected to know Associated 
Press Stylebook rules and style rules specific to their media members. 
 
The newsroom is a professional environment and is designed to provide students an opportunity 
to develop professional journalism skills and norms.  One of the most important skills fostered in 
the newsroom is the ability to develop story ideas that go beyond the day’s headlines and 
breaking news to brainstorm and pitch story ideas as well as learning how to do beat or 
enterprise reporting where you examine an issue in depth.   
 
The instructor will provide regular assessment of each student’s work, and maintain regular 
contact with the editors to monitor student work and to address any issues. 
  
COPYRIGHT ISSUES 
Students are assigned to specific news outlets and are considered as employees of their assigned 
outlet for purposes of copyright.  Articles and other media produced on behalf of their assigned 
duties are typically considered property of the assigned news outlet, and appropriate permission 
to reprint or repurpose material should be obtained.  Beat or enterprise articles will vary in terms 
of their appropriate copyright as assigned by the instructor.  Students should be cognizant of and 
adhere to the copyright policies of their assigned news outlet and consult with their instructor or 
editor as appropriate. 
 
EVALUATION AND GRADING CRITERIA  
40% Portfolio of all published stories (posted on website and presented at end) 
25% Beat or enterprise projects (a semester project) 
15% Participation (over the course of the term 
10% First drafts (with one draft to be submitted on a weekly basis for this purpose)  
10% Community profile (an early project) 
 
 

PORTFOLIO         40% 
Students should produce a final portfolio due in the last week of classes for review by the 
instructor. During the semester, the stories should be posted online on the website as it 
becomes operational, and a final printed portfolio and CD (or tape as appropriate) is due 
the last week of classes.  In grading, productivity will be a factor, but students will not be 
judged solely by the number of stories produced. Depth and complexity will also be 
considered. 
 

            BEAT / ENTERPRISE REPORTING     25% 
Students should work on major beat projects over the course of the semester that are 
submitted for grading and are either posted on the BU Washington Journalism Program 
website or submitted to a journalistic outlet.  Beat or enterprise reporting is original 
content that is unique and is either initiated by the student on his or her own, or by the 
student working with the instructor.  It typically is based on research, investigation or 
other analysis that explores the forces shaping events and can address developing issues 
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and sensitive aspects related to political problems and groups.  As such, it is not strictly 
derived from press releases or other news conferences.  Story ideas can draw upon a 
student’s particular interest and come from a variety of sources, including Hill sources 
(e.g., staffers and members as well as press secretaries), the lobbying community (e.g., 
lobbyists with connections to your outlet’s local region), watchdog groups and think 
tanks (which produce newsworthy reports and analyses and include former Hill staffers), 
and other media sources (e.g., The Hill, Roll Call, CQ, CongressDaily, National Journal, 
etc). 
 
PARTICIPATION         15% 
The participation grade is based upon the discretion of the instructor and includes the 
following factors:  attendance, punctuality, quality of participation in the newsroom, the 
recommended grade and evaluation from the assigned editor/journalistic outlet and the 
degree to which the student places their stories on the BUWAC website when the latter is 
operational. 

 
FIRST DRAFTS         10% 
First drafts submitted for editing (one per week by each student) will be graded on a √, 
√+ or √- scale.  The final first draft grade will be determined based on the number of 
pluses and minuses over the term, as well as on improvement.  Each first draft will be 
graded on three criteria: 

• Reporting/journalistic skills 
• Writing/Presentation 
• Proofreading and Quality  

 
Students are expected to show steady improvement over the course of the semester.  
Continued repetition of past errors identified in the editing process will result in a lower 
First draft grade. 

  
COMMUNITY PROFILE         10% 
At the beginning of the semester, students are expected to produce a community profile 
that discusses the demographics, economics, governmental structure, major leaders, and 
political issues related to the area covered by their assigned journalistic outlet,  As a 
profile, this paper should include interpretation and analysis that demonstrates the 
student’s ability to apply insight to their reporting on assignments by discussing trends 
and highlighting and discussing the implications of noteworthy aspects of the local 
community or  communities.  The community profile is intended to be a research project 
and all sources should be fully cited and sourced. 

 
 



P a g e  | 6 

 

          The final grade scale is determined as follows: 
 

A+ = 97-100; A =93-96; A- =90-92 Professional quality work on an insightful, relevant, 
newsworthy subject that is publishable and high quality in content and writing.  
B+ =87-89; B =83-86; B- =80-82 Journeyman journalism that is based upon 
competent investigating and reporting that is publishable and of good quality.  
C+ =77-79; C =73-76; C- =70-72 Potentially publishable work that is average based 
upon run-of-the-mill story-telling and presentation, may include some minor errors and 
omissions and is minimally acceptable in quality and content. 
D+ =67-69; D =63-66; D- =60-62 Likely not publishable work that is below average 
and includes significant errors and omissions. 
F =59 and below Unpublishable work that includes major errors and omissions and 
is unacceptable in both quality and content. 
 

  
NEWSROOM RULES  

- Students must make daily contact with their instructor. Continued failure to do so will 
result in a reduction of a student’s grade. 

- Deadlines will be observed. Late assignments will not be accepted without prior consent 
of the professors. Failure to meet more than three agreed deadlines may result in a lower 
grade. 

- It is understood that the editor/instructor will be making frequent judgments with regard 
to copy flow to the client media outlets, with time-sensitive breaking and spot news 
taking priority over enterprise pieces when necessary.    

- All absences must have prior approval. Two unexcused absences will result in a reduction 
of a student’s grade. 

-   
- For a journalist, there is no more egregious sin than plagiarism. It is forbidden and will 

result in automatic failure. You are responsible for reviewing and understanding Boston 
University’s policy on plagiarism: 

 
"Plagiarism is the act of representing someone else's creative and/or academic work as 
your own, in full or in part. It can be an act of commission, in which one intentionally 
appropriates the words, pictures or ideas of another, or it can be an act of omission, in 
which one fails to acknowledge/document/     give credit to the source, creator and/or the 
copyright owner of those works, pictures or ideas. Any fabrication of materials, quotes or 
sources, other than that created in a work of fiction, is also plagiarism.  
Plagiarism is the most serious academic offense that you can commit and can result 
in probation, suspension or expulsion." 
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COURSE SCHEDULE 
 
The newsroom holds a weekly meeting during the semester as determined by the instructor.   
 
Orientation – January 14-18 
Community Profile Due – February 7 (tentative) 
Beat and Enterprise Project(s) Due – TBD 
Newsroom Classes end –TBD 
Final Portfolio Due – TBD 
 
 

Other Notes/Additions of Interest to the  SPRING SEMESTER 2013 

· We will visit Boston University’s Digital Imaging Center in Georgetown, meet Director James 
Cameron and staff and observe facilities available there available for projects. Take your camera, 
video-tape an interview with Cameron and shoot B-Roll of the facility and combine that in a 
report of approximately 3:00 that can be used by BUNS (Boston University News Service).  

· The News Conference… Remember to go through the daybook , look for an issue that interests 
you and actually cover a news conference. Then, put together a report suitable for on-air use 
either for BUNS.  

· The Standup – learn techniques to make your standup different and not mundane. 

· Interview techniques for broadcast. How to frame, light and shoot an interview. What should 
the background be --- when can it be effective and when can it be overwhelming? How to ask 
questions is vital. Sharpen your techniques on all of these. We will discuss these and much more 
throughout the semester.  

· One session will include a videographer from NBC News. 

· The Game Shows (not Jeopardy or Wheel of Fortune ) the always-important Sunday morning 
talk shows that often mirror initiatives and reflect policies of the federal government. We’ll 
attend a Sunday morning live broadcast of “Meet the Press.” Then, write a brief summation of 
what you learned. 

· Investigative Journalism –pursue a topic of interest to you, take the appropriate steps to make 
sure you have the facts. Then produce a report using skills you’ve developed during the 
semester. Report will be 30-percent of your final grade. 
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