Update LVI
 
A New Sequence?
Coping with the Incompetents
          A journalism instructor on Journet reports that in notes to him from students at 

the end of his course, some spelled his name incorrectly, some had the course title wrong. 

One “was absent from 40% of our class meetings,” he writes. 

            Hardly news.  All of us know that journalism courses attract some of the best
 students on campus…and some of the worst. Every instructor knows that a third or more

of  the students in the first-year reporting and writing course require what amounts 
to remedial English instruction. Some students have no idea of subject-verb agreement.
Some do not know the difference between a noun and a verb. So weeks of 

the class are given over to rehabilitation. Journalism instruction must be postponed.

Then, at semester’s end, another crisis of conscience for the instructor--fail

the bottom feeders, advise them to switch majors or pass them on to the next 

journalism class? The absentees and those who fail to hand in assignments should be

cleared out.  But what about those who clearly want to become journalists but 

lack proper preparation for the demands of the curriculum? Is there some place in 
journalism education for a sequence that utilizes the desire and drive of these 
writing-challenged students?  
In journalism’s olden days, we had legmen, gifted reporters who dictated
 their notes to rewritemen. Given the proliferation of online news, which stresses 

immediacy over quality prose, perhaps we will see a return of that honorable 
practice, which could lead to a journalism sequence in reporting, with writing secondary.

            We may be heading there already. Whole programs are now being recast that so emphasize technology writing at Twitter level is deemed acceptable. 

            

Writing the Lead
Choosing Between Direct and Delayed
          We used to say that the direct lead is the workhorse of journalism, the 

delayed lead the show horse. That’s because the direct lead was used on breaking

news stories, the delayed lead on features. No longer.

            Now we say that online news stories take the direct lead, and 

when the newspaper story is written it usually will take a delayed lead.

            The online story on the website of The Star Ledger in Newark, N.J., 

began:

 

                        Former Newark mayor Sharpe James

                will report Monday to a federal prison to

                begin serving a 27-month sentence on corruption

                charges.

 

            The newspaper story began this way:

 

                        In decades spent in public service, Sharpe

                James collected an array of impressive titles,

                such as mayor, state senator and college

                professor.

                        For about the next two years, he’ll be

                known as federal inmate No. 28791-050.

                        James, the former Newark mayor, is 

                scheduled to report to a federal prison in

                Petersburg, Va., on Monday to begin 

                serving a 27-m,onth sentence on

                corruption charges.

 

            The death of the writer Studs Terkel was urgent copy on the websites 

of Chicago newspapers and online news services.  It wasn’t news to readers 

of the Chicago Tribune the next morning.  So the newspaper’s obituary began 

with a delayed lead to entice the reader to read the lengthy story:

 

                        Louis Terkel arrived here as a child

                from New York City and in Chicago found

                a place that perfectly matched--in its

                energy, its swagger, its charms, its heart—

                his own personality. They made a perfect 

                and enduring pair. 

                        Author, radio host, actor and 

                Chicago symbol, Louis “Studs” Terkel

                died Friday afternoon in his home on the 

                North Side.  At his bedside was a copy

                of his latest book, “P.S. Further Thoughts

                from a Lifetime of Listening,” scheduled for

                release this month.  He was 96 years old.

 

                                    Good Writing
            
            The delayed lead calls for inspired writing:

 

                        WASHINGTON--(AP)—The chief executives of 

                the Big Three automakers didn’t get much respect

                when they pulled up to the nation’s money pump

                asking for a $25 billion fill-up.

            

            The four-part series in The Charlotte Observer about the housing 

foreclosure nightmare zeroed in on a homeowner in what had been a

promising new subdivision: 

                        

                        CONCORD—Mark and Lea Tingley bought a

                new home in 2001 in a subdivision called Southern

                Chase. Photos on the family computer show a smiling

                young couple holding a baby girl in a bare room.

                        They recall feeling surprised they could afford a

                house.  And thrilled.  It was their first home, their

                largest investment in the neighborhood where they 

                planned to raise a family.

            

            The story then describes the sale of “low-cost homes to

low-income families” that was a “financial success” for the developer.

But when many of the families could not meet their payments, “the 

neighborhood fell apart. Seventy-seven buyers have lost homes to 

foreclosure,” one of five homes in the subdivision. And the development is 

crumbling.

            In the eighth paragraph, we return to the Tingley family:  

 

                        Standing in his side yard last fall, Mark 

                Tingley pointed to holes in his siding, garbage

                in neighboring yards, overgrown lawns, junked

                cars.  He feels angry, cheated and trapped.

 

            The story then widens to describe how builders sold homes to people who

could not afford them and how the lending institutions were party to the housing 

boom that became a bubble.     

                        

            Note: For reasons unknown, textbook writers love to make a list of lead

types.  One textbook enumerates a dozen types, including “surprise, quotation, 

mystery, impact, anecdotal, teaser….”  A columnist in Quill writes about a

“Zimmerman lead.”  I’ve been in a lot of newsrooms and I’ve never heard

an editor tell a reporter to put an impact or a mystery lead on a story, much less

to lead with the Zimmerman type.  Students should be told there are only two types

of lead, direct and delayed.

                                                

The Direct Lead
 

The direct lead usually is compact, running no more than 35 words. It has a

distinct form: Subject-Verb-Object.  

 

                        

                        HOUSTON, Monday, July 21—Men have landed and walked on the moon.

 

                        WASHINGTON—The House of Representatives voted today to

                impeach President Clinton.

 

                        LOS ANGELES—Frank Sinatra, the premier romantic singer

                of popular American music, died today. 

 

                        Barack Obama was elected the 44th president of the United States

                on Tuesday, becoming the first African American to win the post.

 

                        Papa’s final ride was a Viking funeral, his body borne to his 

                final resting place by a river of chrome and thunder.

 

                        WICHITA, Kansas—BTK serial killer Dennis Rader was 

                sentenced Thursday to life in prison with no chance of parole.

 

                        The California Supreme Court has overturned the state’s

                ban on same-sex marriage.

 

                                                The Delayed Lead
 
.                       Bad things happen to the husbands of the Widow Elkin.

                                    (Ms. Elkin murdered four husbands.)

                        

                        Jack Loizeaux is a dentist of urban decay, a Mozart

                of dynamite, a guru of gravity. Like Joshua, he blows

                and the walls com tumbling down.

                                    (Loizeaux runs a demolition company.)

 

                        Jennifer Hall-Massey knows not to drink the tap

                water in her home near Charleston, W.Va.

                                    (Beginning of  a story in a series on water 

                                      pollution in The New York Times.)
 
                        
Keep it Short
Use One Word Instead of Three
          Brevity is the soul of wit, Shakespeare informs us. Brevity is 

also the handmaiden of good writing. Every writer--whether poet,

novelist or journalist--strives to make his or her point succinctly.

Robert Louis Stevenson wrote, “…there is but one art: to omit. 

O if I knew how to omit I would ask no other knowledge.  A man who

knew how to omit would make an Iliad of a daily newspaper.”  

Joseph G. Herzberg, an editor with several New York newspapers, 

said that journalistic work “is knowing what to leave out and condensing 

the rest.”

            To accomplish this, to make their stories succinct, good writers 

reach for the precise words that will convey their message. As Mark Twain 

put it, “Use the right word, not its second cousin.” He made the same 

point in a dictum that used to be cited in freshman English classes:

“The difference between the right word and the almost right word is 

really a large matter—‘tis the difference between lightning and the 

lightning bug.”

            Brevity is now forced on journalists. Twitter and its online 

cousins require that we make each word count. One way to do this is to 

watch out for adjectives and adverbs, to rely on concrete nouns and 

action verbs. Twain advised, “Whenever you see an adjective, kill it.”  

We don’t write that he walked quickly. We write he ran (or trotted, 
hustled, jogged, scampered…) depending on the circumstances.

 A wide working vocabulary is essential to tight writing.  So is 
wide reading.

 

                                                Reading for Writing
 
            Denis Donoghue, who taught university students 

for three decades, said he found that students feel “reading literature is 

mainly a burden.”  His students who consider themselves writers, he says, 

“evidently write more than they read and regard reading as a gross 

expenditure of time and energy.  They are not open to the idea that one 

learns to write by reading good writers.
            “In class, many students are ready to talk, but they want to talk 

either about themselves or about large-scale public themes. …”
Donoghue cites the work of Faulkner, Conrad, James and Dickens 

as helpful to aspiring writers. 
For journalism students, Dickens is an admirable source, for 
he was a journalist as well as a novelist. In his weekly magazine, 
Household Words, Dickens described in vivid and clear language the 
pervasive poverty of his time and its toll.  He did not write from 
the office chair. Dickens walked the streets of London to see 

for himself, an early shoe-leather reporter.  His biographer, Edgar 

Johnson, described Dickens’ journalism as “an uncompromising 

humanitarian radicalism.”

            Here’s something Dickens wrote in his magazine about the duty of

the journalist:

 

                                    It behooves every journalist, at this 

                             time when the memory of an awful pestilence

                             is fresh among us, and its traces visible at 

                             every turn in various affecting aspects of 

                             poverty and desolation, which any of us can 

                             see who are not purposely blind, to warn his

                             readers, whatsoever be their ranks and 

                             conditions, that unless they set themselves

                             in earnest to improve the towns in which they

                             live, and to amend the dwellings of the poor,

                             they are guilty, before God, of wholesale

                             murder

 

            Journalism students might find Dickens’s Hard Times worth reading. 

In it, Dickens examines education and industrialization, topics as pertinent 

today for journalists as they were when Dickens wrote. 

 

                                                Keys to Tight Writing
 

            Writing coaches say that verbose writing often is the result of the 

writer’s failure to know precisely what he or she wants to say.  When 

the focus is blurred, the writer writes around the subject, leaving it to 

the reader or listener to pluck meaning from the vegetation.  Here’s 

some advice a coach gave to journalists at a session on brevity:

                        Conceptualize—Develop the idea you want to convey.

                        Focus—Bore in on that idea. Peel away other ideas.

                        Select—Use only the words that apply to your main idea.

                        Check—Be ruthless about cutting unnecessary words.

                                       Isaac Babel, the great Russian short story writer, 

                                       said, “You have to keep your eye on the job

                                       because words are very sly. The rubbishy ones

                                       go into hiding and you have to dig them out—

                                       repetitions, synonyms, things that simply don’t

                                       mean anything.”

 

            (You might ask your students whether anything is lost if Babel had

followed his own advice and deleted very and simply.)  

 

 

 

Teaching Notes
How to Handle Numbers
 
          It’s not news that many journalism students are math challenged. After

all, some of them have told us, they decided on a writing career because they cannot

handle numbers…a condition that often continues after hiring out. One rudimentary 
math necessity for journalists--the difference between rates and raw numbers--is

a particular stumbling block.  The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention publishes 

data that might help you prevent embarrassment for students who become

practitioners of our trade.  

One of its annual reports breaks down death 

rates by state, which enables you to ask students to localize 

the material.  You can make the material the basis of classroom exercises, 

comparing your state’s data with the national average and with neighboring 

states, and you can use the material as the basis for reporting assignments.

Let’s look at the infant mortality data in CDC’s “Deaths: Final Data for 

2006.”   Infant mortality is said to be a measure of  a society’s civilization.  
The U.S. does not compare favorably with any of the industrialized nations.  
In fact, some of the state rates are three and four times the figures for foreign 

countries. Surely, this data can lead to good stories…if the reporter knows

how to handle numbers.  

The CDC Final Data reveals that the infant mortality rate 

for the U.S. was 6.69. Like all averages, this figure cloaks newsworthy elements: 

The white rate is 5.56, the black rate is 13.29.  That means 

more than twice as many black children than white children die in infancy.  

Let’s look at some state rates:

 

     State                      Average  White  Black    Ratio Black:White
  West Virginia            7.41            6.74    28.57       4.24:1

  Kansas                       7.13            6.05    19.25       3.18:1

  Indiana                       7.99            6.67    18.66       2.80:1

  Arizona                      6.36            6.04    16.93       2.80:1

  Ohio                           7.77            6.05    16.87       2.79:1

 

            The only states in which the black:white ratio is less than 2:1 are 

Massachusetts, Minnesota and Washington.

 

                                                Homicides
            
            The CDC lists 18,573 homicides for a recent year. California leads with 

2,616, followed by Texas, 1,467; Florida, 1,214 New York, 962, and Illinois, 865….

and here is another teaching point: Numbers do not tell the story.  Rates do

because they take population into consideration. 

California, the most populous state, is bound to have many murders.  If we look 

at the rates the CDC provides, here are the top five states for homicides:

 

                        Louisiana        12.9

                        Mississippi     10.9

                        Maryland        10.1

                        Alabama           9.7

                             South Carolina  9.0

 

         (The rate is the number of homicides per 100,000 population.)
Calfornia, first in the number of murders, has a rate of 7.1,

12th in the nation. Texas, second numerically, has a rate of 6.2, 20th 

 in the nation, and so on.

 

            If you show these high-death-rate states to your class you might ask students

whether they notice a pattern in the list. Four of the five states are in the South.  Students 

might ask instructors in the relevant disciplines why so much of the data about violence 

occurs in the South:  

                                    

                             Violent Crime Rates by Region
                                    Northeast         372

                                    Midwest           411

                                    West                 464

                                    South               549

 
                       (The crime rate is the number of crimes per 100,000 population.)                   

 

                                    Highway, Drug Deaths
 
California, Texas and Florida lead the nation in the number 
of highway fatalities. But the five states with the highest highway fatality rates 

are Mississippi, Wyoming, Montana, Alaska and Arkansas. Why these states?

The states with the highest drug-induced death rates are New Mexico, 

West Virginia, Utah, Nevada and Louisiana.  What is the reason for the rates

in these states?

You can be placed on the CDC mailing list by calling 1-800-232-4636 or 

emailing cdcinfo@cdc.gov. 

 

(Note: In a recent New York Times story about homicides, the reporter confused 

numbers and rates, assigning the top spot to a state whose murder rate was down the 

list.  The Times refused to run a correction.) 

 

                                    

Worth Quoting
 
Journalists
Journalism is a kind of profession, or craft, or racket, for people who never 

wanted to grow up and go out into the real world.  If you’re a good journalist, 

what you do is live a lot of things vicariously, and report them for other people 

who want to live vicariously.

                                                --Harry Reasoner

 

                                                Classic
            Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government 

without newspapers or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate 

for a moment to prefer the latter.

                                                --Thomas Jefferson

 

                                                Tight Writing
            Our (New York Times) composing room has an unlimited supply of periods 

available to terminate short, simple sentences.

                                                --Turner Catledge

 

                                                Royalty’s View
            The freedom of the press works in such a way that there is not 

much freedom from it.

--Princess Grace of Monaco 

 

Blogs
            A blog is still a view of the world through a pinhole.

                                                --Bill Keller

 

                                                Talking Heads
            When television arrived, a besetting fear in the early days was

of “talking heads,” one-shots, two-shots or even three-shots of people

conversing. It seemed crude and static compared with the infinite variety

of cinema.  But in the following decades, our expectations have changed—

or broadened. Charlie Rose and Larry King and many others have seduced us 

into intimacy as a usable replacement for  visual variety. If the talk is good

and the editing at least moderately nimble, the “talking heads” program 

has become one of the kinds of shows we want from television.

                                    --Stanley Kaufman
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