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First things first

• Be sure to view these slides in presentation mode.
• Suzannah and Hannah, former reporters who work at NLP, are 

going to help you examine this topic through journalists’ eyes. 

https://newslit.org/about/team/#staff-suzannah-gonzales
https://newslit.org/about/team/#staff-hannah-covington
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On Jan. 3, The Washington Post broke the news about 
a recorded telephone conversation between President 

Donald Trump and Georgia Secretary of State Brad 
Raffensperger, during which the president pressed 

Raffensperger to “‘find’ enough votes to overturn his 
defeat” to President-elect Joe Biden.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-raffensperger-call-georgia-vote/2021/01/03/d45acb92-4dc4-11eb-bda4-615aaefd0555_story.html
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The Post’s initial reporting has been called “the scoop 
of the year.” In journalism, a “scoop” refers to an 

important news story first reported by a particular 
news organization or reporter(s). (Journalists call this 

“breaking” the story.) 

So, how do journalists balance the desire to be first on 
a competitive, quickly developing story with the need 

for accuracy? How do other news organizations chase 
and verify scoops? Grab your news goggles. Let’s go!

https://www.poynter.org/newsletters/2021/is-this-a-coup-and-should-we-even-care/


The Washington Post



6The News Literacy Project |              @NewsLitProject

Click here to read the full report.

Here’s the story! Notice the “Exclusive” 
label at the top. This means that the 
Post obtained this information and was 
the first to report on it. The word 
“exclusive” is used to describe 
information, like an interview, 
documents or a recording, that is 
given to only a single news 
organization or obtained by it first. 
Let’s look at the top few paragraphs ...

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-raffensperger-call-georgia-vote/2021/01/03/d45acb92-4dc4-11eb-bda4-615aaefd0555_story.html
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In a big scoop like this, I first want to know how the newsroom got the scoop (maybe it’s former 
reporter envy). This second paragraph — or graf, in journalist speak — offers our first clues. It looks 
like the newspaper “obtained a recording,” which, for me, raises a few quick questions: How did the 
Post obtain it, and from whom? It’s unclear here. Sometimes, journalists choose not to name 
sources in order to protect them. Still, even if a source remains unnamed in a story, sources are 
known to the journalist(s) who received and vetted their information and confirmed their credibility 
before publishing. Standards-based journalists do not simply publish leaked information without 
taking careful steps to verify it to make sure they aren’t being misled.  
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A main part of a reporter’s job is balancing the desire to be the very first to publish, or break, news 
— knowing that competing news organizations may also have the same information (in this case, the 
recording) — and the need to be accurate. I recall an editor once telling me that there’s no slower 
than wrong. In other words, it’s better to be accurate, than first and inaccurate.  
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These are the first quotes in the story, which means the Post found this part of the recorded 
conversation especially important. Raw information, such as an audio recording, can be 
challenging to work with on deadline. Journalists have to first confirm it’s authentic and then must 
decide what is most important or relevant to include. In this case, it’s vital that the journalists 
accurately and fairly represent the nature of the call. From my newsroom days, I know how tough 
it can be sifting through information like this on deadline, and I often relied on my colleagues and 
editors to help me make these difficult decisions.
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The audio of the phone conversation and a full transcript of it accompanied the Post’s exclusive 
story, providing additional information for readers. Making the original file available is a common 
practice when a report is focused on a recording, document or other piece of raw information. 
Releasing the full recording helps back up the reporting and guards against accusations that 
coverage is incomplete and/or inaccurate.



CNN



12The News Literacy Project |              @NewsLitProject

Here’s CNN’s report on 
the recording! Let’s see 
how it handled chasing 
this scoop ...

Click here to read the full report.

https://www.cnn.com/2021/01/03/politics/donald-trump-brad-raffensperger-call-washington-post/index.html
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In this first graf (the first part of a story is called the “lede”), CNN is being transparent about 
getting the recording to verify the Post’s scoop, while also crediting the Post for being the first 
to report on the audio. If a credible, standards-based newspaper, such as the Post, is 
reporting a big story, it’s something that other major news organizations cannot ignore. They 
will work to chase and confirm the story themselves for their own reports. 
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I really like that CNN included this hat tip to the Post so high up in their reporting (the very 
first sentence, in fact!). Not only does it show transparency; it’s also a sign of respect. Think 
of it as giving credit where credit is due. As a local reporter, I had a pet peeve about 
national news organizations that would use reporting from local journalists without 
prominent or proper attribution. The Post broke a major story here, and it’s best practice for 
other news organizations — even though they are competitors — to acknowledge that scoop 
in their own reporting.
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Here’s another h/t (hat tip) — this time directed at The New York Times, which was first to 
report certain background details about the recording and its release. 



The New York Times
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Speaking of the Times 
— here’s the Times’ 
report on the recording. 
Let’s see how it handled 
chasing this scoop ...

Click here to read the full report.

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/03/us/politics/trump-raffensperger-call-georgia.html
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Here’s the top of the 
story. Let’s look at this 
third graf in particular. 
Like CNN, the Times also 
credits the Post as being 
first to break the story. 
That attribution gets a 
thumbs-up from me, even 
if it comes a bit later in 
the story.

We can also see that the 
Times didn’t take the Post’s 
word for what this recording 
contained. Times journalists 
obtained the recording for 
themselves to verify it and 
do their own reporting.
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Note: Information “leaked” to the press has historically 
played an important role in watchdog journalism to 

hold the powerful accountable. 

The New York Times recently published journalist Neil 
Sheehan’s account of how he obtained the leaked 

Pentagon Papers, a “blockbuster scoop” on America’s 
involvement in the Vietnam War. Sheehan, who died 

Jan. 7, asked that the story remain unpublished while 
he was alive.

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/07/us/pentagon-papers-neil-sheehan.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/07/business/media/neil-sheehan-dead.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/07/business/media/neil-sheehan-dead.html
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News Goggles: Next steps

Discuss: How should journalists balance speed and accuracy in reporting? 
Why is information sometimes “leaked” or shared with journalists? Can 
journalists trust the information that is leaked to them? What are some ways 
to fact-check or verify raw information, such as a phone recording? Why 
might standards-based news organizations pursue certain “scoops” over 
others? How is the Post’s report an example of watchdog journalism?

Related: “Trump’s phone call to Georgia was illegal, immoral or 
unconstitutional. Here’s how some journalists decide what to call it.” 
(Kelly McBride, Poynter).

https://www.poynter.org/ethics-trust/2021/what-happened-in-trumps-call-with-georgia-election-officials-the-stakes-are-high-for-journalists-to-choose-the-right-words/
https://www.poynter.org/ethics-trust/2021/what-happened-in-trumps-call-with-georgia-election-officials-the-stakes-are-high-for-journalists-to-choose-the-right-words/
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News Goggles: Next steps

Idea: Ask students to put themselves in reporters’ shoes and imagine that 
someone had sent them a copy of the phone recording. What should they 
do next? Should they immediately report on the recording and release it, or 
should they take other steps to verify this piece of raw information? Who 
could they contact to make sure it is authentic? How should they determine 
if the source of the recording is credible? Finally, how should they decide 
which excerpts of the hour-long call are most important to feature in a 
news report to be fair and accurate?

Resources: “Practicing Quality Journalism,” “Democracy’s Watchdog,” 
“What is News?” and “InfoZones” (NLP’s Checkology® virtual classroom).

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-raffensperger-call-transcript-georgia-vote/2021/01/03/2768e0cc-4ddd-11eb-83e3-322644d82356_story.html
https://checkology.org/demo/lesson/a21044351dba6dccb9cfee33276afac45abd33c5
https://checkology.org/demo/lesson/159a359d9fbd994773b29678c0a6762042d85d54
https://checkology.org/demo/lesson/1aaf73cba4560615fcdcc7ecdd63f3bc89353002
https://checkology.org/demo/lesson/4c1ca5db17efb369fb8ab05d57e41f1337599122
https://checkology.org/demo/lesson/db960e665a08633b0a3c8ef6907f8d81bc6fc8ff
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This exercise originated in the Jan. 11, 2021, issue of The Sift® 

newsletter from the News Literacy Project. You can read archives of 
the newsletter and subscribe here. 

https://newslit.org/educators/sift/
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Thank you!

Youtube.com/
NewsLiteracyProject

https://newslit.org/

