Game Prep

“If you fail to prepare, you’re preparing to fail.” – Need Quote Attribution

The success of your broadcast is determined long before you open your mouth to begin the description of the action.  

If you want to immediately improve your performance as a play-by-play broadcaster, learn to properly prepare for the broadcast.  Solid game preparation serves as the foundation of your broadcast, upon which you can weave the story of the game for your listeners.  With solid game preparation, you will sound more confident as a broadcaster and more authoritative in your delivery of the game action.  Moreover, solid preparation gives you the freedom you need to truly ‘paint a picture’ in the listener’s mind, transporting them to your game venue.

Develop a system

Through the years, I have developed a system of preparing for my game broadcasts.  I approach each game the same, regardless of whether it is a high school football game or a NCAA Championship event.  While a meaningless high school football game might not be the Super Bowl, prepare as if you’re broadcasting the Super Bowl, because for some people in our audience, the game is just as important to them.  Treat each game the same, regardless of the level of competition or the significance of the event.  

My system for preparation does not vary, but my method of collecting the information that I need does vary, depending upon whether I’m broadcasting high school, college, or professional sports.  This variance is due to the varying level of information available to you and how much work you’ll have to do to get the information that you need. 


College & Professional

When covering college and professional sports, the team’s media department will provide you with more information that you’ll ever need to know about the teams that you’re covering, including such audience-enthralling facts as the record of the Pistons on Tuesday nights in December after a snowfall against teams from the Western Conference that play a majority of their games in the Pacific Time Zone.  At the highest level of college and professional sports, teams have staffs of dedicated professionals whose only job is to provide the media with all the useless information that they need.  

At that level, it’s what you do with the information they’ve collected that makes the difference.  For most of you, especially when you’re first starting out in this business, you’ll begin at the high school level, where jersey numbers can change from game-to-game.    


High School 

The scarcity of information available makes preparing for high school sports the most difficult, but not impossible.  While the information may be hard to find, inaccurate, or somewhat incomplete, you can still find enough information to enrich your broadcast.  If you can properly prepare for a high school football broadcast, then you can prepare for any broadcast, at any level.  Here are some tips to helping improve your information gathering for your high school football broadcast:  

(1) Public library media center is perfect for gathering background info

In my day as a high school football play-by-play broadcaster, I found the local public library’s media center to be a useful tool in conducting research.  Most libraries contain archives of newspapers throughout the region.  Each summer, I would spend several days  in the local library, photocopying every relevant story printed in the regional papers about the teams that I would be covering during the upcoming season.  For each team, I would create a folder in which I would put the stories.

Game stories, features, standings, all-conference honors, and many other useful pieces of information can be gathered from the regional newspapers.  Now, with the Internet, this information may be available with just a few keystrokes, but if it’s not, there’s always the public library.

If our weekly high school football broadcast is a game-of-the-week (GOTW) format, then I will gather the information team-by-team, starting with the team’s that we’ll cover each week.  For example, if our GOTW broadcast features Central, Western, and Eastern High Schools, then I will begin my research by gathering all of the box scores and game stories from the previous season, for each team.

Then, I would gather the box scores and game stories for each opponent of our GOTW broadcasts.

At this point, you’re in raw data collection mode, finding stories, making photocopies, and filling up your folder with as much information about the team’s that you’re covering as possible.

Next, it is time for you to analyze the raw data, breaking it down into useable information for your broadcast, including:

· any all-conference, all-region, and all-state honors a player received;

· final individual statistics for key players;

· final team statistics;

· key trends or streaks of note, a winning streak, a losing streak, a scoring streak, an individual rushing streak;

· individual and team performances in the last meeting with the opponent;

· reasons why a team won or lost a specific game; and any other interesting information.

(2) Newspapers, radio, television, and Internet coverage of your teams

The stuffing of my folders does not end with the background research that I conduct during the summer.  During the season, I will also continue to gather information about each team that will appear on our GOTW broadcast.  Again, that involves collecting box scores, game stories, and feature stories about each of the teams that are scheduled to appear on our broadcast during the season.  With the Internet, this is a much easier task than it used to be, but it can still be pretty involved, and may require you to make a return visit to the library.  

(3) Face-to-Face meetings with the head football coach

For each of my GOTW broadcasts, I would meet and interview both head coaches for our pre-game show.  If that required me to drive three hours round trip to get the interview with an opposing head coach, that’s what I did.  But getting the interview was not the only reason that I made the trip to visit with opposing head coaches.  

After a few seasons, you should have a good handle on your GOTW “home teams” that you broadcast each week, but to take your broadcast to the next level, you need to know the opponent just as well as your “home” teams.  That’s why taking the extra time to meet the opposing head coach is so critical, and when you make the effort to get to know his team, the opposing head coach will be generous with information about his team.  

When interviewing an opposing head coach, never leave until you have gathered the following information:

· updated and accurate roster that the head coach has reviewed in your presence;

· two-deep for offense/defense, and special teams starters, including the long-snapper, holder, and kickers;

· updated stats, if available;

· after you have built up a level of trust, ask if there are any injuries to report; and

· ask for a home phone or cell phone number where you can reach him if you should have additional questions.

If you are able to gather the information that you need for a broadcast at the high school level, then preparing for a broadcast at a higher level will be incredibly easy, in comparison.  At the higher levels, each team has a full-time staff that will provide you with more information that you will be able to use in any broadcast.  It is how you are able to distill that information into useable bites of information that your can use in your broadcast.  With all the information available on the Internet and from the team staff, your goal as a play-by-play broadcaster is to prepare so well that you do not need the assistance of the media relations or sports information staff of the teams that you’re covering.  Never depend upon someone else to do the work that you should be doing for yourself.

Holy Sheets!

Listeners often ask me:  How in the world do you have time to memorize all those stats and stuff?  How long do you take to get all that information?  I also often hear:  How in the world did you know so much about the other team?

Using basketball as an example, here are a few tell tale signs that you’ve properly prepared for a broadcast:


Perfect Preparation

When a player reaches a personal milestone, you’re able to immediately inform your audience of that milestone.

· Haynes launches a long three, top of the key, it’s good.  That’s 1,000 career points for Rene Haynes, who’s now the 17th player in Michigan State history to score 1,000 career points.  Spartans lead Indiana 13-4, early in the first half, Haynes leading the way with 7 points.

-  Johnson on a dribble drive to the bucket, running scoop shot good off the glass, Johnson with a new career 31 points, setting a new career high   


Needs More Work

A successful broadcast is all about the sheets.  For any sport that you cover, you can develop a spotting sheet system that enables you to have all the information that you might need for the broadcast right in front of you in an easy to read format, that is specifically tailored to your broadcast-style and the information that you would like to deliver to your listeners.  

Everything that I need for the broadcast should be in front of me

Anything that I might need, within reaching distance

Do not prepare at the game site

Media rooms are not for me

Methods of obtaining hard to find information

