         Update XXXIV
A Parallel with Journalism
Woody Allen on Workmanship

Following the death of Ingmar Bergman, Woody Allen paid homage to the famed movie director in a piece he wrote for The New York Times.  Here is a section:




I did manage to absorb one thing from him, a thing not 



dependent on genius or even talent but something that can



actually be learned and developed. I am talking about what is often 



very loosely called a work ethic but is really plain discipline.




I learned from his example to try to turn out the best 



work I’m capable of at that given moment, never giving in to the 



foolish world of hits or flops or succumbing to playing the glitzy



role of the film director, but making the movie and moving on



to the next one. 


You might read this to students, or distribute copies, and ask if they see any similarity to the work of the journalist. 

 Students, Journalist or Journalism Professor?  
 Who Wrote These Sentences?
      In Update XXXIII, I included a batch of awkwardly written and ungrammatical sentences and asked whether they are from:

1. a student paper on the practice of journalism.


2. an article in a journalism publication.


3. a student’s notes from a journalism lecture.


4. a student guide to a journalism course.



5. a journalism textbook

      Here are the sentences: 
“One of the main distinctions of online news is the ability to interact with readers.”
“When you write your court story, find out the proper name of the court—whether it is called a district court, a circuit court or a common pleas court—and write that in the story.”



“The process of ethical reasoning can be shown into three steps.”

“If you are writing a crime story or you just want to check a source’s background to make sure that the person is not a sexual offender, nearly 40 states have sex offender registries.”

“All stories should help readers understand the focus, the conflict, the background and solutions to the central topic.”

“Students going into public relations may think deadlines in public relations are not as strenuous as they are in newspapers.”

“Although print and broadcast news organizations depend on news releases, they receive scores of them every day.”

“Sources who give speeches or conduct news conferences are often using the media to further their own causes.”
“She also trains journalists throughout the country how to use databases and the Internet.”

“Before you venture out of the newsroom to report on a disaster, you should find out a few facts and take emergency precautions and supplies.”

“How you deal with sources is one problem. Which sources you choose is another important factor in gathering news.” 

“Celebrities are considered worthy of profiles because they have accomplished something more special than the average citizen.” 

“Whether stories are accompanied by graphics for print or multimedia images for online delivery, all major media will incorporate visual elements.”





“Had to be Students”
 
   I promised the person(s) correctly identifying the source a year’s subscription to the periodical her/his/their choice.   All but one who emailed me said the sentences had to be the work of students. 

    
 No student wrote them. Nor are they from a journalism publication, though that was close. They are from a widely used reporting and writing textbook. 

A colleague asked me to identify the source and by return e-mail said she took a quick look at the textbook (which she has adopted) and found these sentences she passed on to me:



“Holidays, news events and anniversaries of major


news events also make good features.  Plan ahead and think of


stories related to these topics.”

                                (Colleague’s comment:   news events are topics?)
                        “The media published unsubstantiated rumors, including

sexual details, and relied heavily on anonymous sources and other media for news.”


        (Colleague’s comment: The media…relied heavily on other media for news makes no sense.)




 Reviewer’s Oversight
 This slipshod writing escaped a reviewer for Journalism and Mass
Communication Quarterly, who commented on the textbook in the Spring issue. . The reviewer, Cheryl Gibbs of Miami University, writes approvingly that the goal of the textbook is “to foster good writing.”  She adds that the author “does a fabulous job of articulating problems typical of young writers and describing ways to overcome those problems.”   

The textbook author is articulating problems? My dictionary defines articulate as the “meaningful, clear, effective arrangement of words.”
Close Listening Pays Off
 Quote or Paraphrase?
A colleague writes that she is confused about the use of the spoken word in copy. One textbook advises paraphrasing often; another emphasizes using quotations whenever possible, even when they run long. 
The reality of reporting is that journalists listen closely for what they call the high-quality quotes, the words that will breathe life into their stories. They use as many of these as possible.
We let people speak
Here’s Jeffrey M. Duban, a lawyer who represents professors denied tenure, students in disciplinary proceedings and those involved in sexual harassment claims.  Piper Fogg quotes him in her profile in the Chronicles of Higher Education: 

I was a professor. I know the system. They’re


         sons of bitches.  These people are relentless. 


         University administrators are unsparing. They

                      will not say “uncle” unless you have them 


         against the wall with your knee on their crotch.

In her book Seabiscuit, Laura Hillenbrand describes the famous match race between Seabiscuit and War Admiral. The two ran nose-nose most of the race, but in the stretch Seabiscuit began to pull ahead. As he did, his jockey, George Woolf, said he saw “something pitiful” in War Admiral’s eyes. “He looked all broken up.  Horses, mister, can have crushed hearts just like humans.”

A postal inspector’s remark gives added heft to his comments about 

sexual predators: 



The danger zone used to be the playground. Now, the 

                    danger zones are Web sites, news groups and the private


        chat rooms.
Writers Value Quotations
Everyone who writes for a living knows the value of quotations:



“What’s the use of a book,” thought Alice

                      “without pictures or conversations?”


You want more contemporary writers? Here’s Tom Wolfe, newspaperman

turned novelist:



Realistic dialogue involves the reader more completely


          than any other single device.  It also defines character

                       more quickly and effectively than any other single device.

And here’s Elmore Leonard, the prolific mystery writer:



When people talk, readers listen.

Not everything a person says is worth a direct quote.  We use the words of sources whenever the words address key elements of the event or capture the speaker’s personality.  
And we follow the dictum: Good quotes up high.  
When a head-on collision took the lives of seven teen-agers from a small town, the paraphrase might have read: 

            The coroner said the deaths would have a major impact in the community.


The direct quotation has greater impact:



“No community this size can take seven at one time.”
Classic (More or Less) Quotes

               *Mayor Daley gives a booster talk.
Paraphrase: Mayor Daley urged Chicago’s citizens to take pride in their


city.



Quotation: “We will reach greater and greater platitudes of achievement.”

  *Pat Buchanan attacks Bill Clinton’s foreign policy.
Paraphrase: Buchanan said Clinton had minimal experience in foreign affairs.


Quotation: “Bill Clinton’s foreign policy experience stems mainly from having breakfast at the International House of Pancakes.”
              *Adlai Stevenson on Richard Nixon.



Paraphrase: Stevenson said Nixon gives lip service to popular causes. .

Quotation: “Nixon is the kind of politician who would cut down a  redwood tree and then mount the stump to give a speech for conservation.”


  *Malcolm X on the status of blacks in the U.S.:


Paraphrase: Malcolm X said blacks have been discriminated against all their lives.

Quotation: “If you’re born in America with a black skin, you’re born in prison.”

 *FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover on muckraking columnist Drew Pearson:



Paraphrase: Hoover criticized Pearson.
Quotation: “He is lower than the regurgitated filth of vultures.”




Sports Lingo Lingers
No paraphrase could have captured Dizzy Dean’s response when the team doctor told him that a baseball had fractured his toe:



“Fractured, hell. The damn thing’s broken.”


It was impossible to paraphrase Yogi Berra, the Yankees’ catcher, who commented about his sport, “Ninety percent of baseball is half mental.”  And whose

philosophy of life was capsulated in, “When you come to a fork in the road, take it.”


When Yankee Reggie Jackson was bragging to teammates that he had an IQ of 160, Mickey Rivers interrupted his soliloquy, “You don’t even know how to spell IQ.”

Oprah for President

Quotations figure in even the briefest of pieces. Here’s a story that the AP
moved for its online users:




NEW YORK—Oprah Winfrey says her lawyers



shouldn’t have gone after the man who is trying to



promote her as a candidate for president.




Not because she’s running, mind you.




“I feel flattered by it,” the 52-year-old talk-show



host told the Associated Press on Monday.  “My lawyers



overreacted, I think, by sending him a cease-and-desist
     
            order because it is really a flattering thing.”




It should have been handled by a telephone 



call, said Winfrey, who said she’s thinking of calling



Patrick Crowe of Kansas City, Mo., herself.

Note: You might want to use this AP story in class to demonstrate the informal writing style used when writing for the screen.  Ruth Gersh, editor of multimedia services at the AP says, “The screen seems to call for a simpler writing style.”


   

Memorable  Quotes

Good quotes adhere to memory.  Some of you may have heard a friend remark or seen in print this rueful remark :




“I could’ve been a contender.”

This is from Budd Schulberg’s script for the movie “On the Waterfront,” spoken by Marlon Brando, who plays a corrupted boxer.  In just a few words, the quotation captures a universal, the frustration of all of us might-have-beens. 


As long as we’re dipping into history, here is a paragraph that endures:




I have here in my hand a list of two hundred



and five that were known to the Secretary of State 



as being members of the Communist Party and 



who nevertheless are still working and shaping



the policy of the State Department.


These are the words of Sen. Joseph McCarthy in 1950 in Wheeling, W. Va.

They launched McCarthy on a four-year campaign that convulsed the nation. No paraphrase could have captured the senator’s contention of subversion at the highest level of government.
 In 1954, the senator went one charge too far. He took on the U.S.Army. During Senate hearings on McCarthy’s charges of communist soldiers, a lawyer defending one of McCarthy’s targets turned to the senator:



Until this moment, Senator, I think



I never gauged your cruelty or your recklessness. …



Have you no sense of decency, sir, at long last?



Have you left no sense of decency?


This soft-spoken response of Joseph Welch to McCarthy’s badgering was placed high in the stories about the hearing, and to observers it hastened the decline and fall of the senator from Wisconsin.


Here is the quintessential defense of segregation, the declaration of George Wallace in his 1963 inauguration as governor of Alabama:  



I draw the line in the dust and toss the



gauntlet before the feet of tyranny.  And I say,



Segregation now.  Segregation tomorrow. |



Segregation forever.


No paraphrase can capture Wallace’s defiance.




Mike Bacsik--Contender

And lately there is Mike Bacsik. Who he?  He’s a pitcher for the Washington Nationals baseball team with a so-so win-loss record. Here’s the quotation some newspapers put in boldface next to his picture:
If I didn’t give up this home run, nobody


   would  remember me. I’m part of history. 

Bacsik’s fast ball allowed Barry Bonds to hit his record-breaking 756th home run  on Aug. 7, 2007. With his pitch and his quotation, Bacsik becomes my nominee as a contender for inclusion in the next edition of Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations.  

Worth Quoting



On Interviewing

     Don’t pull your notebook out right away. Just talk a bit. I’ll talk about anything: the grass in their front yard; their ugly rat dog; their hair-do; pictures on the piano.  If you want people to talk to you, make them believe that what they have to say is important, that their words have value to others/




--Rick Bragg





College Education

    …the most obvious contribution that a college education can make is to help you think more clearly and effectively by developing the basic qualities of mind that will serve you well in almost any vocation or problem with which you are engaged.





--Derek Bok




What Readers Want
   So many newspapers today, my own included, are desperately trying to figure out what readers want.  They are concluding that they want shorter stories, stories that focus on crime and celebrities and fashion.  It’s sad to watch as we try to mimic the worst impulses of cable TV and the internet. Call me old-fashioned, but the response of readers to so many of my longer stories tells me something else: People hunger for great narratives. They want to be taken to a different world. They want to escape in language and imagery.





--Max Arax, Los Angeles Times

  Garrison Keillor on MySpace;  “…that encyclopedia of the pathetic.” 
Assignments
Hobbies


Two news items suggest this assignment: 

1) The inventor of the Matchbox cars died at the age of 87. Jack Odell designed miniature replicas of famous cars that children and adults collected—the Lamborghini Marzal, Mercury Cougar and  Mustangs, Cameros and Challengers.

2) This is the 75th anniversary of the Little Deuce Coupe, the 65-horsepower V-8 that Henry Ford designed and which sold for $460.  The car didn’t sell well, though collectors cherish it.

   What are students’ hobbies?  Have any of them taken their Matchbox cars, stamp and coin collections to school?  Do they crave owning a classic car? If so, what model? 





Wannabe Writers


Asked for the advice he would give to aspiring writers, Salmon Rushdie replied:




My real answer is, if you need the



advice, don’t do it. Because everybody



I’ve ever known who was really a writer



had some fire burning inside them that
forced them to do it. They didn’t have an
opinion; they had to be a writer because

they couldn’t not be a writer.


Interview writing instructors for their advice to aspiring writers.





The War in Iraq
Years after President Bush declared from the deck of an aircraft carrier, “Mission accomplished,” the war in Iraq grinds on. Some say it is time to wind down U.S.

presence in Iraq, and even some senators in the president’s party have joined with Democrats to seek some kind of withdrawal.  Others say the country must stay the course to prevent the spread of terrorism.. 


Some papers and stations have turned to those with sons, daughters, husbands and wives in Iraq to ask what they would have the country do. Others have interviewed the parents on those killed in Iraq. The Washington Post published an essay by Andrew J.Bacevich, a Boston University professor of international relations whose son was killed  in May while serving in Iraq. He wrote, “I  know what value the U.S. government 

assigns a soldier’s life.  I’ve been handed the check.”   The amount, he said, is “roughly what the Yankees will pay Roger Clemens per inning.”


Interview people with relatives serving in Iraq about whether it is time to call back the troops or to continue on the present course. 

Class Discussion

The Ethics of Disguises
In July, Harper’s Magazine published an article, “Their Men in Washington,” exposing the eagerness of Washington lobbyists to represent countries with “horrible records of human rights and corruption.” The author, Ken Silverstein, created a fake website and printed fake business cards in a guise as the representative of Turkmenistan which, he said, was seeking to enhance its image. 

The September issue of the magazine includes a letter from a firm Silverstein singled out.  The firm accuses Silverstein of “a stunning lack of ethics” in disguising himself.  Another letter, from a spokesperson of the Council of Public Relations Firms, says Silverstein’s “report displays the tawdry side of investigative journalism when it is done unethically.  He created a fake identity, a fake company, a fake cause, all in an attempt to uncover the truth about lobbying in Washington, D.C. Instead, he exposed himself as a disingenuous reporter while damaging the journalistic reputation of Harper’s Magazine.”

Following these letters, Silverstein gives a spirited response to these accusations of unethical journalism. Journalism has a long history of reporters posing and disguising themselves to expose individuals and organizations.
Discussion: First, distribute the two letters and Silverstein’s response. Then ask whether disguises and poses by journalists justified?  If so, in what circumstances?  If not, why not? 

                              ##
