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Writing the Humorous Story
Experts Advise: Don’t  Try


Reporters are not prone to praise, especially about the work of other

journalists.  True, they will now and then grudgingly admit that a competitor 

has dug into an impenetrable slab and come up with a revealing interview. They

do not hesitate, however, to join the cheering chorus for a neat piece of humor.

Perhaps that’s because it’s so hard to bring off.


Students, in my experience, however, do not hesitate trying to write funny.

Usually, the copy is sloppy, flabby and dead on arrival. I tell them that writers who are

asked for advice about writing humor, reply, “Don’t try.” 

That’s a two-pronged answer.
 They say writing humor is the most difficult to bring off. There are probably two 

dozen excellent Washington correspondents, a score of top-notch foreign correspondents. 
Every newspaper and station has a master reporter. But there are fewer than half a dozen good

humorists writing for newspapers and online.  And outside Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert

who on TV is consistently humorous?
The other prong of the response is that if you have the urge to

write a funny piece, or you are ordered to do so, don’t try too hard. The strain will show.

I quote Mark Twain’s advice on how to write the humorous piece: “The humorous story depends for its effect upon the manner of its telling….The humorous story is told gravely: the teller does his best to conceal the fact that he even dimly suspects that there is anything funny about it.”

Here is a piece from the satirical paper The Onion that I think meets Twain’s prescription for humorous writing:
WASHINGTON—African-American man Barack Obama, 47,

was given the least-desirable job in the entire country Tuesday

when he was elected president of the United States of America. In

his new high-stress, low-reward position, Obama will be charged

with such tasks as completely overhauling the nation’s brokendown

economy, repairing the crumbling infrastructure, and

generally having to please more than 300 million Americans and

cater to their every whim on a daily basis. As part of his duties, the

black man will have to spend four to eight years cleaning up the

messes other people left behind. The job comes with such intense

scrutiny and so certain a guarantee of failure that only one other

person even bothered applying for it. Said scholar and activist

Mark L. Denton, “It just goes to show you that, in this country, a

black man still can’t catch a break.”
The Dated and the Unreadable 

The Perils Facing Textbook Authors and Adopters
Columnists whose work appears weekly learn how to write 

so that their work isn’t dated by news events. Writers for monthlies 

have a steeper learning curve. What then of the journalism textbook 

writer who wants to make his or her work current but whose tome

 is a year or more in the making? 

Case in point: In Charleston, S.C., nine firefighters died

when the roof of the Sofa Super Store collapsed on them.  It was the

greatest loss of firefighters since the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center.

In the new edition of my textbook, Melvin Mencher’s News Reporting 

and  Writing, I describe the prizewinning coverage of The Post and Courier,
which ran more than 300 stories. The first bulletin said:



Several firefighters were reported 


    missing Monday night in a blaze that


    destroyed the Sofa Super Store on


    Savannah Highway in West Ashley


    Monday night.

Another story carried the death toll, and then the staff 

produced this delayed lead that summarized its coverage:



A rolling ball of fire sweeps through


    the building, overcoming the firefighters


    At least two of them leap through the 


    front windows to safety.



Firefighters call for help, and a 


    “Mayday” call is issued. One firefighter


    can be heard praying. Another says, “Tell


    my wife I love her.” 

I describe the coverage in the first chapter of my textbook. But I 

learned later that the newspaper investigated the fire department’s 

response and, in the words of the paper’s projects editor, Doug Pardue, 

“Our reporting revealed how the fire department did everything wrong 

in fighting that fire.” That would have been an invaluable addition

to the descriptive material, for it showed reportorial enterprise, the 

refusal to settle for the surface account. 

Too late…but an understandable omission. What is inexcusable

in textbooks that purport to be models for students who study journalism

is bad writing, foggy prose. What is a student supposed to infer from

this bit of advice: “Remember the warning to be leery of lawyers.”?


And what sense does this make?: “If you ever doubted the importance

of religion in the world or in the news, just do a quick Google search for the 

terms ‘Islamic fundamentalism’ and ‘pedophile priests’”  Just who doubts 

the importance of religion “in the world or in the news”?


And this is followed by this meaninglessless clunker: “However, you’d

 never guess any of these realities from reading or viewing most news reports.” 

 Guess… realities… . Try that inspired prose again.  It doesn’t make sense

on second or third reading

      
There’s more to follow.  But skip to the next item, GOYA/KOD,

if you’ve had enough.   

            Textbook Authors Wrote These Sentences 


“Many news organizations never allow

    some things people say to be printed or broadcast

     —even if they are said uniquely.”



“Some are voting with their feet; they 

     are abandoning newspapers and magazines.”



“The process of ethical reasoning can be 

     shown into three steps.”



“Celebrities are considered worthy of

     profiles because they have accomplished something

     more special than the average citizen.”



“One of the main distinctions of online

      news is the ability to interact with readers.’”


     
“Students going into public relations may 

     think deadlines in public relations are not as strenuous

     as they are in newspapers.” 

     

“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.”



“The more AIDS or any other disease is 

        reported as a cause of death, the more accepted it

        will become.”




Dangerous Advice

A popular textbook advises students: “In crime stories, attribute any 

accusatory statements to police or other authorities, especially when using

a suspect’s name.” Follow this advice and your paper or station may end up

in court defending you in a libel action. Until the suspect is arrested and 

formally charged, naming him or he can be libelous…as the Atlanta Journal-

Constitution and CBS and NBC learned when they identified a man who

had been named  by authorities as a suspect in a bombing incident. He sued.


NBC and CNN settled out of court. The newspaper defended itself 

by claiming the suspect was a public figure. The case dragged on, costing

the paper a considerable sum, and ended undecided when the man died.




Worthless Advice

And then there is this gem in a reporting and writing textbook:



    Instead of struggling to get the perfect


     lead, try writing several leads.  Then write

            the rest of the story.  Choose one lead when 


     you’ve finished.

Look at that again. As  H.L.Mencken said of another

piece of mindless writing: “It is rumble and bumble. It is balder

and dash.” Anyone who has worked in a newsroom knows, 

the body of the story builds on the idea expressed in the lead.

The lead points the way.  How can you “write the rest of the story”

when you have “several leads” as the basis of your piece?

    
 The advice would lead to trouble for today’s journalism graduates.

They face a media enterprise that prizes speed. Deadline pressure

for online news stories is unrelenting. Reporters must produce 

their stories quickly. 

To cope, reporters new to newsrooms should follow this advice

from working journalists:  When you go out on an assignment “think leads.”

That is, the lead idea should be fashioned as early in the reporting as possible.

This tentative lead guides the reporting.

     
 Even for the non-deadline story, the advice is useless. You can write a 

tentative lead or two, but they  must embody the central idea, the thrust of the story.


 Which leads to a question a student using one of these

textbooks might ask his or her instructor:  “Did you read this 

book before you put it on our reading list?”




Routine Story?

And then there’s the blithe comment in one reporting and writing 

textbook that the obituary is “a routine story that no reporter enjoys 

writing.”  Tell that to the truth tellers who tuck the deceased into their graves 

with obits that begin like this one:



The Rev. Frederick Eikerenkoetter, known


as Rev. Ike to a legion of his followers here and across


the nation to whom he preached the blessings of


prosperity while making millions from their 


donations, has died. He was 74.


Or write obits that tell us something of our past with unsparing

accounts of the deeds of the departed:



Mr. Clark strode through the civil rights


era wearing a lapel button emblazoned with a 


single word: “Never.” A billy club, pistol and


cattle prod often dangled from his belt,


Or write with a twinkle in their eyes. Here’s the beginning

of the obit of a 95-year-old New York City businesswoman:



Selma Koch, a Manhattan store owner who


earned a national reputation by helping women find


the right bra size, mostly through a discerning glance


and never with a tape measure, died Thursday at 


Mount Sinai Medical Center.  She was 95 and a 34B.

GOYA/KOD

Students Resist Seeing for Themselves


The other day I had lunch with a long-time editor who has

turned to teaching journalism.  “I am having increasing trouble

with students who don’t want to go out and report,” she said.

“They’re umbilically tied to their cell phones and their computers.”

I told her I’d heard that song before and I recalled for

her the frustration of the national editor of The Los Angeles Times

when his Washington bureau was being beaten badly by

The Washington Post’s Watergate coverage. The Times reporters 

were trying to cover the story by telephone, the editor learned.


“Tell them to get off their asses and knock on doors,”

the editor told the Washington news editor. Whereupon,

the Washington editor put up a sign in the office:



         GOYA/KOD

                   
     Get Off Your Asses

                                      and

                    
    Knock On Doors



Woodward and Bernstein
Here is how Carl Bernstein said he and Bob Woodward handled the Watergate story:
Our actual work in uncovering the Watergate story was rooted

   in the most basic kind of empirical police reporting. We relied

   more on shoe leather and common sense and respect for the truth

   than anything else—on the principles that had been drummed into

   me at the wonderful old Washington Star.

   
Woodward and I were a couple of guys on the Metro desk

   assigned to cover at bottom what was still a burglary, so we

   applied the only reportorial techniques we knew.

  
We knocked on a lot of doors, asked a lot of questions; we

  spent a lot of time listening, the same thing good reporters from

  Ben Hecht to Mike Berger to Joe Liebling to the young Tom Wolfe

  had been doing for years.
Woodward and Bernstein’s comments might be useful in the classroom these days when students are enthralled by technology, bloggers, Google and the infinitude of mechanical devices impressed upon them.




Seeing, Hearing Essential
Journalism remains rooted in on-the-scene reporting. Liebling said the journalist’s 
task is to “climb the stairs and knock on doors.”  (The original of GOYA/KOD.)

“Yes, there have always been lazy reporters,” my luncheon companion responded.

“But it’s far worse today.  Students have grown up attached to their all-knowing, all-seeing

 gadgets. They are electronic-dependent.” 


My friend told me that even columnists—the good ones, she added—

go out to report.  She quoted Jimmy Breslin: “You have to climb the stairs.”


I asked Clyde Haberman, who writes a local column for The New York

Times  about his modus operandi.  “More often than not,” he said, “I go out

and eyeball an event, a person a project. Obviously, observing something

directly provides useful color, a helpful quote or a sense of time and place.


 “I like to see an event or talk with people even if the results are 

not necessarily reflected in the copy.  Merely watching something somehow 

helps me organize my thoughts, helps me focus. 


“To me, the best columns are rooted in real reporting.”


Thomas L. Friedman, the Times prizewinning foreign affairs columnist, 

says he was taught early in his career “that whether you’re writing 

news, opinion, or analysis, if it isn’t based on shoe-leather reporting it

isn’t worth a bucket of beans.”

Ethical Guidelines

A Variety of Perspectives


Responsibilities: “A journalist, in any effort to render truth, has

three responsibilities: to his reader, to his conscience and to his human

subjects.”—John Hersey

Valueless objectivity: This kind of journalism can lead

to what the philosopher Stuart Hampshire describes as an “ice age of not caring.”

Such an attitude can mean the end of civilization, he writes, “not in a 

flurry of egotism and appetite leading to conflict…but in a passivity and 

non-attachment, in a general spreading coldness.”   

Loyalty to the facts: “You inevitably develop an intense set of 

revulsion or a mild attachment for one candidate or the other. But you have to be

loyal to the facts or lose your reputation.”—Joseph Alsop, Jr.

“Devotion to fact, to truth, is a necessary moral demand.”—John Dewey.


Detachment: This is an exploratory attitude toward events and 

ideas that requires the journalist to be bound by evidence and reasonable

deductions.  Antonio Gramsci, an Italian writer imprisoned by Mussolini

for his commitment to freedom, said he had to learn the necessity of being

“above the surroundings within which one lives, but without despising

them or believing one’s self superior to them.”


Detachment, says Northrop Frye, is not indifference, which develops 

when the person “ceases to think of himself as participating in the life of

the society… .”
Assignments
     Majors

Colleges and universities adjust their course offerings to reflect

societal and commercial changes. A century ago, philosophy and 

classics were selected as  majors by many students. Today, schools

are dropping these majors because of lack of interest. Louisiana State

University, Lafayette, eliminated the philosophy major after a five-year 

period in which only 17 students graduated with that major. In 2008,

not one student majored in philosophy. At the University of Michigan,

French majors are declining while enrollment in Asian languages 

is soaring.


Assignment: Track curricular changes on your campus. Interview 

faculty members and administrators for their comments on the changes.




    Jobs


The Association of American Colleges and Universities 

asked employers what they want these institutions to teach. 

The results:



89 percent said they wanted more emphasis


  on “the ability to effectively communicate

           orally and in writing.”



81 percent wanted better “critical thinking and 

           analytical skills.”



76 percent sought graduates with “the ability to

          innovate and be creative.”



Assignment: How well does your school provide graduates
   with the skills employers seek?  Or is this the wrong purpose of

   a college education?   Interview faculty members for 

   their observations.




Graduation Requirements


One of the oldest non-academic graduation requirements

is the ability to swim--50 yards (Dartmouth), 75 yards (Cornell,

Columbia) or 100 yards (MIT, Notre Dame).  The number of schools

requiring the swim test has dwindled in recent years  as more and

more schools have abandoned the required physical education course.

   Some schools have tried other requirements. Lincoln University

in Pennsylvania had students take a body mass index test;

those at the obese level were required to take a fitness course to 

graduate. The protests forced the university to cancel the

requirement.


Assignment: Does your school have a non-academic graduation 
requirement?  If not, are there any suggestions for one?




Birthing
The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services reports that

almost a third (32 percent) of all births were cesarean deliveries in a

recent year, (up from 21 percent a decade before),  and it is alarmed by 

the “highest ever” total of such births:

Cesarean delivery involves major abdominal

 
  surgery, and is associated with higher rates of surgical


  complications and maternal rehospitalization, as well


  as with complications requiring neonatal intensive care and 


  unit admission.  In addition to health and safety risks for


  mothers and newborns, hospital charges for cesarean delivery


  are almost double those for vaginal delivery, imposing


  significant costs.

Here are the states with the highest such births recently:



New Jersey
38.3%



Florida

37.2



Mississippi
36.2



Louisiana
35.9



West Virginia  35.2



Arkansas
34.8



Connecticut
34.6



Kentucky
34.6

Assignment: What is the percentage of such births in your state? 

What do doctors and public health officials think about the surge in

cesarean births?




Sex Education Conflict


One of the most contentious public issues concerns the way 

educators should cope with teen pregnancy. On the one side are those

who press for abstinence-only-until-marriage messages. On the other side are those

who want schools to require comprehensive sexuality education, including 

information about the use of contraceptives. 


Each group claims theirs is the most effective method of coping

with risky sexual activity that can lead to unintended pregnancy and

sexually transmitted diseases. Some states prohibit explicit sex education

and the result, says SIECUS (Sexuality Information and Education Council

of the United States) is  high teen birth rates and high rates of STD infection.

In one state, Wisconsin, the legislature passed a law requiring school districts

with sex education programs to tell students about the proper use of contraceptives.

But the Juneau County district attorney warned that teachers who provide such 

instruction face “possible criminal liability.”


Assignment: What are the laws and regulations in your state about

sex education in public schools?  What are the rates of teen-age pregnancy

and STD in your state? Do authorities see a relationship between sex education

and these rates?




Clean Water


Various environmental groups worry about the water we drink. They

say drinking water in several states is compromised by hog farms, mining,

chicken factories. The Waterkeeper Alliance (www.waterkeeper.org)

is suing an 80,000 chicken farm operation for polluting the Pocomoke River, which

flows into Chesapeake Bay. 


Assignment: Check with local environmental groups to see whether 

they are concerned the pollution of drinking supplies in your area. If so, what 

are they doing?




Worth Quoting




    Quality

The real problem is, by democratizing speech and the ability to post,

we’ve lost the gradation for quality. The gradation of quality was always based

on the fact that words had weight—it cost money to move them around.  So

there was back pressure against…junk.





--Bill Joy
     Utility


It is not enough to have a good mind. The main thing is 

to use it well.





--Descartes



A New World


Indeed, we may have reached a point at which digital clutter

succeeds only in accentuating differences rather than overriding them.

Once upon a time, a few powerful radio stations, a few large newspapers,

and a few network TV channels caught or created a national  mood.

But that world, for good or ill, has been supplanted by a predominantly 

virtual world to which every person can contribute, thus making the

idea of a unified national culture more problematic than ever.





--Arthur Krystal




Less Reading


People want to hear and see things more and read less.

Like it or not, that is the reality.





--Teresa Hernandez




Supreme Court Sarcasm

The first solid evidence I’ve ever seen that there really is 

a God.





--Justice Felix Frankfurter on the death





  Of Chief Justice Fred M. Vinson






Reading
Perhaps…from our hyperactive, data-stoked minds will spring a golden 

age of intellectual discovery and universal wisdom.  Then again, the Net 

isn’t the alphabet, and although it may replace the printing press, it produces 

something altogether different.  The kind of deep reading that a sequence of

printed pages promotes is valuable not just for the knowledge we 

acquire from the author’s words but for the intellectual vibrations 

those words set off within our own minds.  In the quiet spaces opened up by 

the sustained, undistracted reading of a book, or by any other act of contemplation, 

for that matter, we make our own associations, draw our own inferences and 

analogies, foster our own ideas. Deep reading, as Maryanne Wolf argues, 

is indistinguishable from deep thinking.

                                                --Nicholas Carr 

 

                                                The Teacher
            Finally, in reality it all comes down to the teachers. However brilliant the 

“curriculum frameworks” and however scholarly the textbooks, what the teachers 

do with them is most of the game. 

                                                --Theodore R. Sizer





Ph.D’s and Adjuncts


About half who enter a humanities doctoral program drop out along the 

way. The average student receiving a Ph.D. today is 35 years old, $23,000

in debt and facing a historically bad job market.  Adjunct jobs—with year-

to-year contracts, no benefits and no security—may be the only option.





--Patricia Cohen 
                                -0-

                                                 

  Note:  Let me know if you need a complimentary copy

of the twelfth edition of News Reporting and Writing.  

               Three ancillaries accompanying the new

edition are available online and free for students 

         at www.mhhe.com/mencher12e under the heading Learning 

         Center at the mid-left of the page.   Check “Student Edition,” 

         and under “Choose one” the three ancillaries are available. They

         are:

                 Workbook, exercises, assignments, quizzes.  Interactive

           and self-teaching, they allow students to check their work.
                 NRW Plus, complete stories and comments by 

            reporters about how they reported and wrote their stories.

                 Brush Up: A Quick Guide to Basic Writing and Math Skills, 


   basic instruction in grammar, punctuation, style and math

            with interactive exercises.

        Also available at the above site is the Instructor’s Manual,

     which contains lecture material and sample stories for the exercises 

     that are not  interactive. Access “Instructor’s Edition.” 

                           #

