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THE ISSUE OF RACE IN AMERICA DEFIES

traditional media coverage by the nature of its
scope, its complexity, its intangibility. It is an
area that requires novel approaches, finding
ways to reach ordinary people and to relate
the stories of how race affects their lives. It’s
been an ongoing challenge for the evolving
field of civic journalism.

For decades, stories on race relations
were relegated to sidebars of more spectacular
racial news: civil unrest, sensational crime 
stories, reports from blue-ribbon panels that
were frequently quoted but rarely put into
practice. By the early 1990s, news organizations
began to change, tackling the subject of race
relations head-on. Newsrooms using civic
journalism techniques were in the vanguard of
this movement, equipped with additional tools
to investigate this difficult and sensitive area
of American life.

The Pew Center for Civic Journalism 
studied 45 projects on race that came to the
center’s attention between 1993 and 2000.
The list is by no means all-inclusive but it
demonstrates many of the advances that have
become hallmarks of contemporary race-
relations reporting.

News organizations developed series
about different communities struggling to co-
exist, individuals trying to understand one

another, communities experiencing success
and failure, events signaling friction or under-
standing among whites, blacks, Latinos and a
host of immigrant communities.

These projects aired on radio and televi-
sion and appeared in newspapers, large and
small. Some organizations used polls to
assess community attitudes; some used town
hall meetings or Internet chat rooms. Several
projects reported on more intimate conversa-
tions in study circles and focus groups. Many
invited readers to contribute directly to their
pages or their Web sites. Historical context
was often provided and, in a few cases, painful
self-examination was part of the process. Many
of the initiatives made a real difference in their
communities.

These projects represent progress.
Sensitive journalism that involved citizens
helped many of the communities come closer
together and allowed individuals to experience
profound changes in outlook. Race in America
is being covered with growing sophistication.

Earlier in the decade, it was revolutionary
and controversial to bring people together and
ask them to speak frankly about race. Later
projects built on those early efforts, cutting
deeper into the layers of mistrust, cynicism
and paranoia that often still characterize dis-
cussions between the races.
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By March of 1999, The Times in Trenton,
New Jersey, could begin its series on race with
a statement ringing with candor:

“… While Americans affirm the importance
of improving race relations, they often prove
reluctant to do the heavy lifting required to
make it happen … The majority of Americans
make an intellectual commitment to be ‘color-
blind’ while at the same time making dozens of
smaller decisions that reinforce the existence of
limited meaningful contact with people of other
races.”

By the year 2000, when The New York
Times brought the weight of its considerable
resources to bear on “How Race is Lived in
America,” it won a Pulitzer Prize.

Newspaper editors and news directors
across the country have told the Pew Center
they would like to continue engaging citizens
in honest explorations of race. Readers have
spoken, too, telling their newspapers what 
has helped.

The goal of this book is to compile and
analyze race coverage from the recent decade.
With these examples, news organizations can
build on the past in designing new, more
meaningful explorations of race relations.

The book’s nine chapters explore the
major techniques most recently employed in
reporting on race:

• Giving it time.

• Taking a poll.

• Identifying major issues.

• Walking the streets.

• Listening to conversations.

• Debunking myths.

• Investigating the newsroom.

• Inviting community action.

• Putting it on the Web.

These categories cover a wide variety of
stories and interactions journalists have 
generated to fit the needs of their communities.
Many projects used several of the techniques
and some used only one. No project used them
all. Each newsroom must figure out the tech-
niques that are best for its community. In the
best-case scenarios, newsrooms will develop
new tools that will move reporting on race 
relations into unexplored territory. Please stay in
touch with the Pew Center as your newsroom
develops new initiatives to cover race so we
can share ideas with other journalists seeking
to deal with this critical national issue.

The Pew Center is dedicated to the belief
that journalism can make a difference. Race is
one area where America is still struggling to
make a great deal of progress.

—Jan Schaffer, Executive Director 
Pew Center for Civic Journalism

“THESE PROJECTS REPRESENT PROGRESS.      
RACE IN AMERICA IS BEING COVERED WITH

GROWING SOPHISTICATION.”
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“WE HAVE TORN DOWN THE BARRIERS IN OUR LAWS. 

NOW WE MUST BREAK DOWN THE BARRIERS IN 

OUR LIVES,  

OUR MINDS AND

OUR HEARTS.”

— PRESIDENT BILL CLINTON,

JUNE 1997, UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA-SAN DIEGO


