U

University of Vermont
Center for Community News

Assignment Template: Covering a game

The Center for Community News' mission is to grow and support partnerships between college
reporting programs and local news outlets. CCN has created a series of sample templates for
faculty to give to students to contribute local news to their community. Faculty are welcome to
use any and all of these and amend them as they see fit for their classes. This template has
been developed by John Affleck, the Knight Chair in Sports Journalism and Society and Director
of the John Curley Center for Sports Journalism at Penn State.

Notes for Faculty

WHY SPORTS? On Sept. 8, 2011, | was sitting in the morning planning meeting at The
Associated Press, where | served as part of the AP’s three-person management team for the
Sports Department. The 20-minute session was dominated by planning for an event at about 7
pm that night, when President Obama would address a joint session of Congress to talk about
the labor market in the wake of the Great Recession. Almost as an afterthought, as we were
about to adjourn, the managing editor turned to me and said, “John, does sports have anything?”

“Yes," | replied. “In fact, we do. After the president’s speech, all over the country, millions of
Americans will go to their television sets and turn them on. They’'ll watch the Saints and Packers
in the NFL's opening game of the season. We'll be at that.”

Epilogue: The president’s speech managed to outpoint the NFL's opener in the overnight TV
ratings, though football was only on one channel. However, of the top 20 most-watched,
scheduled broadcasts in American history, 19 are Super Bowls. The other was the last episode
of “M*A*S*H”

The whole story illustrates why journalism programs, and journalists in general, need to pay
attention to sports. Not only is sports a big business, but it occupies a massive emotional space
in our culture, surpassed only by the very biggest news.

If journalists want to connect to their communities and build local trust, sports journalism is a
good place to start.



WHAT: The backbone of sports coverage is the game story. To state the obvious, sports is
driven by competitive events, so it makes sense that games are the most basic news to come
out of the industry. Gamers, as we call them, also are a tremendous opportunity for students to
sharpen their news writing skills. This is because:

e The games happen on deadline. The reporter needs to file quickly.
e They are hard news events. If a student can cover a game accurately, succinctly and with
just a dash of flair, they can cover a trial verdict, a fire, an election or a moon landing.

(Note: For an alternate to the traditional gamer, check out the template for “Covering a game
with instant analysis using copy blocks.”)

HOW: The idea is to cover the story in the style of a wire service. The wires have to cover
thousands of games a year, and many are tight, 200-word to 300-word dispatches. What makes
each story different is the news of what happened — usually the best individual performance,
which explains a lot about the game’s result, or a key play, or the significance of a game, if it's a
championship or a milestone event, such as the end of a coach’s career.

The story should have four or five paragraphs with these elements: Individual performance - or
stars. Significance. Context. Streaks continued or broken. Rivalries, between teams or players.
Something about the loser as well as the winner.

Sometimes the significance (and possibly lead) is something not connected to the action on the
field of play; famous people on the KissCam, perhaps; an injury to a star or even not a star if the
situation merits. Cleveland’s mascot once fell on the dugout roof and broke a leg during a World
Series game — it was a sidebar.

Ahead of the assignment, you need to settle on what game the class will be covering. If you are
at a university or college with athletic teams, any game played by any team can be used for the
purposes of this purpose. It is better if it's a game where the class can watch all of the
competition (sorry, cross country and golf). | usually call or email the sports information director
assigned to the team in question and ask for credentials for the class to the game we want to
cover. A college game has the advantage over a high school game in that official statistics are
often available quickly and can be more often relied upon to be accurate. Encourage students to
read the game notes and articles about the matchup, if any exist.

e Check in with the students as they settle in to watch the game and make sure they are
comfortable with the assignment, they know about the teams playing and they
understand the stakes. Check in again at some point during a break in the action, and
after the game.

e Attend any post-game news conferences for both sides. | usually do a session on asking
questions at a news conference between the first and second games we attend.



e Keep the deadline tight. | usually give the students only a few hours to produce a story
after the game is over. This is writing on deadline — giving the students a long time to
produce a story doesn’t do them much good as future journalists.

TIPS FOR GRADING:
e |look for a lead with who played, where (dateline), when, score (who won), how we got
there (this is your hero) and the significance within 100 words.
Example:

PITTSBURGH (where) _ Susan Simpson (star — makes game different) scored
two goals and assisted on a third as Pittsburgh beat the Toronto Tigercats
(participants) 3-1 Thursday (score and time element), moving the Pandas into first
place in the NWSL. (larger context)

e Quotes and stats have to be relevant to the game or the lead, or something so interesting
the reporter can't leave it out.

e Watch out for: cliches, inexperienced sports writers love them; attendance (not
necessary in a gamer unless it's newsworthy — first sellout in umpteen years, for
instance); descriptions of an excited crowd, that's why people watch sports - to get
amped up with their friends; and, the big one, homerism. Don't let the reporter take sides.

EXAMPLE STORIES:
Taiwan shuts out Nevada 7-0 to win its first Little League World Series title since 1996, by
Amanda Vogt, Associated Press, Aug. 24, 2025

e If you want to get an idea of the kind of story we are talking about, simply look at The
Associated Press sports wire and you will see what | mean if you find a game account
(https://apnews.com/sports), or type a league’s name or acronym (“MLB” for instance)
and the world “roundup” and a date into a search engine and precisely these kind of
stories will appear

About CCN

The Center for Community News at UVM is a nonpartisan nonprofit that is working to grow and
strengthen university-led reporting programs around the country, to create a more sustainable
future for local news outlets and the communities they serve.


https://apnews.com/article/little-league-world-series-nevada-taiwan-82f7b6e646026a7f0befd9911705b15b
https://apnews.com/sports
https://www.uvm.edu/ccn

Assignment: Cover a game

Instructions
Step 1: Attend a game. As a class, we'll all go to the same game together. Before we go, do
some preliminary research. Read the game notes and look for any articles that may be

published about the matchup in advance.

Step 2: During the game, take notes. Pay attention to what'’s happening on the field, including
which players are involved with goals or other key moments.

Step 3: Attend any post-game news conferences for both sides.

Step 4: Write your story. The story should have four or five paragraphs with these elements:
Individual performance — or stars. Significance. Context. Streaks continued or broken. Rivalries,
between teams or players. Something about the loser as well as the winner.

Questions you can ask:

Word Count: 200-300 words

Deadline:



