Šome ideas for new reporters

By William Claiborne, former Washington Post reporter*

1)  Above all, DO be absolutely straight with Indian sources. Don't try to bullshit them like we do with white sources to get them to talk about something, because they've already heard all the bullshit there is and can recognize it quickly. It is absolutely essential to gain their trust, which is the hardest part of a non-Indian covering Indian Country, because for obvious reasons Native Americans are inclined not to trust non-Indian reporters. Tell them what you are going to do and do it, and after a while they will come to trust you.

(2) Try to know your subject. If you are going to do a story about

land-into-trust, do your homework so you don't have to ask stupid

questions. That turns Indian sources off. Gain respect by being

knowledgable about the subject.

(3) DON'T be patronizing. Don't try to curry favor by sounding overly 

and insincerely sympathetic to the Indian cause, or full of righteous

indignation over the two centuries the white man has screwed the 

Indian.  Obviously you should have some indignation, and presumably do since you are interested in covering Native American issues,  but it shouldn't sound contrived. It should be sincere and not exaggerated. Indian sources can spot a phony liberal a mile away.

(4) DON'T promise more than you can deliver. Make sure to tell your 

sources stories get held up because of space restrictions, sometimes get cut or edited. Long interviews may end up as a few paragraphs. Try to educate your sources how newspapers work, how stories are edited. Make sure they understand no newspaper has a fulltime staffer dedicated exclusively to covering Indian affairs.

(5) Cultivate your sources. Call them from time to time just to 

schmooze.  Develop friendships. Native Americans make great friends.

(6) Don’t be formal or pompous or self-important. Indians don't dig

that.

*As presented by Denny McAuliffe at the Western Knight Center “Covering Indian Country” seminar 

