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To Make It In Hollywood (Reporting), You Need A Little Luck

Newspapers are cutting back on jobs everyday. Newspapers themselves are 

getting cut everyday. It’s a scary time to be a young journalist going out into the field, but 

I’m one of the lucky ones. It should be easy to break into the field with a Newhouse 

education. The training is thorough and it prepares a student for virtually any type of 

work – layout, editing, hard news, soft news, sports, legal reporting, religion reporting 

and a variety of other topics. 

Except entertainment reporting that is.

It’s one of the niche beats that doesn’t get talked about often when discussing 

internships or that first job out of school. It’s also one of the areas papers don’t devote a 

lot of reporters too (heck, not every paper has even one writer devoted to it in the first 

place). But as pop culture becomes more and more of an interest to the public and as 

entertainment itself continues to evolve and diversify, entertainment is an attractive beat 

for young reporters. In my experiences I’ve seen no short supply of willing journos, just a 

short supply of positions. 

So how does someone get to be an entertainment writer? It seems to happen a 

different way for everyone. Some people get journalism degrees, write high school sports 

for a few years, quit, become a bartender, start a blog, gain a cult following and then sign 

directly with one of the biggest media moguls in the world (i.e. ESPN Page 2’s Bill 

Simmons) (Simmons).  Some are just informal writers who start a blog about their 

favorite TV show, expand it to include more of their favorite TV shows, receive 



comments from the writers of their favorite shows and then eventually sell what’s 

considered to be among the best TV blogs around to a media mogul (i.e. Television 

Without Pity’s co-creators) (Ariano and Bunting). 

There is no right answer as to how to break into entertainment writing. It happens 

in a variety of ways but each seems to require a real love for the subject, a little bit of 

luck and the ability to realize when a real opportunity is in front of you. Here are two 

tales – one from a local entertainment reporter, one from a national entertainment reporter 

– about how they broke into the field. And as the fortunate and grateful journalists they 

are, they even sprinkled advice into their stories. 

The traditional route – Whitney Matheson, USA Today’s Pop Candy

Whitney Matheson knew she was going to be a writer at a young age. She also 

knew she was crazy about all things entertainment. It just wasn’t until high school when 

she realized the two can be combined.  She started writing for her high school paper, got 

serious about journalism and decided to pursue it in college. 

Matheson said she wanted to go to a college far away from home with a daily 

newspaper where she could write and publish while still getting a journalism degree. She 

ended up at the University of Tennessee. Matheson was right in her reasoning for picking 

the school, but she learned it was more so for the daily paper experience than for 

anything she learned while working towards her degree.  

“In my classes we’d have to go meetings and things, but luckily I had the college 

newspaper and I really did spend all my time there,” she said. “The stuff they do make 



you write in your classes is awful, totally irrelevant, but at the paper when I was an 

editor. I could choose what I was writing and that was so much more interesting than 

being sent out for an article that wouldn’t even get published. What mattered was writing 

and making contacts with people out of college. There are way too many people who get 

out of college and they want to work but they haven’t written anything. I wrote as many 

stories as I could and I stayed in that environment to learn just how that world worked.”

Matheson was the entertainment editor at that college paper and she parlayed her 

out of classroom experience into two summer internships – one at a local literary 

magazine in Knoxville and one at a fashion magazine in New York City. The internships 

weren’t exactly what she was looking for. When it came time to apply for jobs after 

school, her clips were mostly from the student paper and she didn’t move to NYC like 

many of her peers. Finding a journalism job out of school was still a nerve-racking 

process then, and Matheson really wanted to continue writing entertainment. But if she 

wanted to make it to a larger publication where she could write about national pop 

culture, her jump into the beat would have to wait. 

“It was December of ’98 and there were a lot of .com jobs. It wasn’t a dream at 

first and I was kind of picky, but once I really started applying I realized I had to be open-

minded. I could’ve taken an entertainment job at a tiny, small paper or I could’ve taken a 

newsy web job at USA Today. Maybe either one would’ve worked but I’m glad my 

choice did.”

So Matheson momentarily gave up on writing entertainment out of school and 

took advantage of the web boom. Her first job upon graduation was a position at USA 

Today in their online news department. She worked there for a brief amount of time and 



enjoyed it for the most part. However, like the trend in entertainment writing seems to be, 

Matheson had a little bit of luck and was able to recognize an opportunity when it became 

available. 

“So really out of school I just wanted a job but I ended up at USA Today. I was 

working on stories about Kosovo or the impeachment trial and it was very different from 

what I was used to,” she said. “But then a job opened up in entertainment, maybe six or 

eight months after I started, and people in the office knew me by that point. They knew 

that I’d be a good fit, so I applied and I got it. In retrospect, it really didn’t take very long. 

Very few people get their dream jobs after college but I was fortunate to see that the job I 

had initially could transition into my dream job.”

Matheson has been writing entertainment at USA Today ever since. She’s best 

known for the featured blog she created, Pop Candy, which is all about tracking the latest 

happenings about music, movies, television, literature and the major players in the field. 

Her story stresses the important of finding opportunities to write about what you enjoy 

and then also being able to network your way into the door and finding a comfortable role 

after you get there. Those are tips that she says translate easily to the future entertainment 

writers of today. 

“Students just have to start doing it now, you have opportunities at school paper 

just start doing it. Even now there’s so many ways you can write with opportunities 

online, you can do something as simple as reviewing records, there are so many ways that 

there’s no real excuse to not do it. Make contacts, it’s never too soon to do that, and start 

to find who can help you get to where you want to be when looking for jobs.”



Off the beaten path – Josh McAuliffe, The Scranton Times “Office” Writer

Like a lot of people from Northeastern Pennsylvania, Josh McAuliffe attended 

Penn State University. While the choice of schools was a no-brainer, picking a field 

wasn’t as easy. He ended up being a history major. 

McAuliffe had a major but still really didn’t know what he wanted to do – law 

school or teaching general history perhaps.  He graduated in ‘99 and initially planned on 

going to get some teaching credits and certification. That took him home during that 

summer when a friend of his told McAuliffe about a job opening.

“A friend of mine knew about a job opening for an obituary clerk [at The 

Scranton Times]. I thought, ‘This could be fun, writing. Writing was something that 

always fascinated me,’” he said. “I went for this job as a clerk, thought I’d do this for 

now then see what happens. So I was writing obits at night and I got pretty good at 

writing since the family is pretty upset to begin with and you don’t want to add to the 

trauma with any mistakes. I spent seven to eight months doing this but it was fun being in 

a newsroom.”

Like Matheson, McAuliffe got to know the people in the office well in the short 

amount of time. So when a reporter’s job on the regional desk opened up, McAuliffe put 

his name in and became a reporter – without any formal journalism training outside his 

time with the obituaries. 

“I was now a reporter. I got the experience and learned it on the job. It took a little 

time but really over time it kind of came,” he said. “It’s good to have that background, 



but you don’t necessarily have to have it. You can learn by just going out there and doing 

it, especially if you have a natural curiosity.”

McAuliffe’s natural curiosity is what eventually landed him on the entertainment 

beat. He spent two and a half years as a regional reporter until the summer of 2002. The 

features editor at the time was taking people from news and rotating them for a month on 

the features desk. McAuliffe did it, liked it and did a solid enough job to get invited back 

for another month before being offered a features position. 

“Now it’s the only beat I really want to do. It’s the most fun because it’s the beat 

that fits my personality best,” he said. “But initially it was more just an accident. I just 

got over here and I really liked it. I’ve always been interested in entertainment and pop 

culture, these were things I liked anyway so it was a fit in that respect but really it wasn’t 

part of any grand scheme.”

McAuliffe landed the job in features with a little bit of luck and taking advantage 

of an opportunity, but how did he go from a features writer at an under 60,000 circulation 

paper to an entertainment writer whose work is read throughout the country? Just another 

case of luck and opportunity. 

“Back in early ’04, the paper got a fax from the producers at NBC. They wanted 

us to sign off on a release to shoot exterior shots of the city. They were shooting for some

pilot at the time which wasn’t a done deal but we knew at the time they were shooting an 

American version of “The Office,”” he said. “They basically asked, ‘Hey, can we shoot 

The Scranton Times building?’” One of the editors passed it along to me and said, ‘Look 

into it, see what’s going on.’ I put a couple of calls in and the show didn’t even want to 

talk about it, it was hush-hush. I had to go around talk to a couple of network people just 



to get it out that they’re working on the show. And after that quite a few months came by 

and we found out the pilot got picked up and it was going to be a midseason show in 

spring ’05 set in Scranton, Pa. So then I did the first couple of stories, even had an

interview with the show’s exec producer and he just laid out why he picked Scranton out 

of any other city in America.”

The story about why Scranton became the focus of an NBC sitcom sealed the deal 

for McAuliffe. He became the paper’s unofficial beat writer for all things involving 

NBC’s “The Office.” He’s now been writing entertainment at the paper for five years and 

since ’04 part of that role has involved Office-related stories that are often linked to from 

nationally syndicated blogs all over the country. He’s been out to the studios, interviewed 

most of the cast members and also had a frontrow seat to the first annual Office 

Convention held this year. For a one-time history major with an uncertain future, 

McAuliffe ended up landing quite a coveted role in the realm of entertainment 

journalism. 

“Our features department is smaller than our news operations and it’s that way for 

a lot of mid-level papers,” he said. “There’s just not as many positions on the beat unless 

maybe if you were at The New York Times. God knows how many features writing 

positions they have, it’s a different story. But I’m lucky, in that respect, that I got into this 

area that I’ve liked so much.”

Like Matheson, McAuliffe first got his foot in the door then took advantage of an 

opportunity that became his dream position. His experiences literally taught him the craft 

of journalism and his unique path to the top leaves him with a slight different piece of 

advice to share.



“If you want to write entertainment, make it known when you land the job. Get it 

in your editor’s head that this is something you can be decent at,” he said. “It’s tough to 

get a job in features but today a lot of times newspapers are doing more things on the web 

and that’s more feature-y anyway. If you volunteer to do that it might even help. Make it 

known you can and you’re confident in your ability to write about the subject. If you’re 

persistent enough something will come your way eventually, it’s difficult but not 

impossible by any means. And little luck always helps.”
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