Update XXXVI
Misleading Students
 Writing the Lead—The Right and the Wrong Ways

We all have our unique ways of teaching reporting and writing. Some of us advise students to use a tape recorder; others say never carry one. Some advise paraphrasing often. Others advise students to listen carefully for high-quality quotes and to follow the dictum: Good quotes up high. 
Some give their students a long list of lead types: impact, delayed, narrative, mystery, anecdotal, teasers; others are content with three or four types. Some invent a type.  In her column “Words/Language” in Quill, Paula LaRocque writes about “attempts to ‘humanize’ a story, sometimes called a ‘Zimmerman’ lead….”   

Called by whom? I’d never heard of that one, so I looked up “Zimmerman lead” in Google and was greeted by a professor Zimmerman and a policeman Zimmerman, a blogger Zimmerman, a slew of lawyer Zimmermans, and the Wisconsin secretary of state Zimmerman. No “Zimmerman lead,” though I confess I didn’t look through the remaining 1.6 million other Zimmerman entries. 
  I never heard an editor tell a reporter, “Susanne, put a mystery lead on that story.”  Or, “Al, put a Zimmerman lead on your piece.” My preference is to conform to newsroom usage. There are only two types of leads, direct and delayed. The direct lead is used for hard news stories, the delayed lead for features.  Period.



 First, Write the Lead

On one subject, I’d presumed there is little disagreement: Write leads first, then turn to the body of the story. Think of leads while reporting.
As two veteran reporters—John W. Chancellor and Walter R. Mears—put it years ago, the best way to write leads “is to think them in advance, to frame the lead while the story is unfolding.” Then, when you sit down, you can write quickly and accurately.  

In their book, The News Business, they wrote:




When you’ve got to run to a telephone, or



when you’ve got to go on camera and start talking,



the one thing you really need is to have a lead in



your head.  It doesn’t have to be fancy, but if you



frame it properly, the rest of the story will flow 



from it in a natural and graceful way.

This advice is even more relevant  today when reporters have to rush stories to the paper’s web site or start talking for their 24/7 stations.





Coach Disagrees: Write it Last

But no. I have just read in a textbook that a “renowned writing coach” writes “his leads last.”

 Yes, last. The process, endorsed in the textbook, is this: First, you write the body of the story, keeping in mind the “point” of the story, and when you reach the end of your piece you turn to fashioning the lead.   

Seems convoluted. Why squirrel the “point” in the back of your mind while you write the body of the story? If you know the “point” why not just fashion the lead now?
Surely, when coach was instructing his English Lit students about how to structure their essays, he must have recalled for them the King’s advice in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland: “Begin at the beginning…and go on until you come to the end: then stop.”  Or George Orwell’s comment in his famous essay “Politics and the English Language” where he said the first question writers ask themselves before writing is, “What am I trying to say?” The next step, he wrote, is to find the appropriate form or structure for what you want to say.



  More Strange Advice
Elsewhere in this textbook, the author advises: “Write many leads: Instead of struggling to get the perfect lead, try writing several leads. Then write the rest of the story.  Choose one lead when you’re finished.”  
We go from writing the lead last to writing several leads. This makes no sense either. It’s the lead that determines what goes in the body of the story. If you don’t like the lead you choose, then the rest of the story won’t work.  So you have to start all over again…while your editor wonders what’s taking you so long. 
Neither writing the lead last nor crafting a batch of leads is of any use to students preparing for the real world of journalism. 





“Think Leads”

“Think leads” is the best advice a reporter can keep in mind when he or she goes out on a story.  This planning enables the reporter to ask the questions and to make the

observations that become the heart of the story. Experienced reporters think possible leads on receiving their assignments: 

Assignment:A traffic accident kills two college students.

Thinking: Speed, alcohol, weather conditions…?




Assignment: The mayor will submit his budget for next year.
Thinking: Increase? How much and how to pay for it-- a property tax increase?  Added funds going where?
Decrease ?  How much?  Any departments getting major cutbacks? Taxpayer savings.

These speculations are starting points.  Coverage may bring up more relevant matters, and the reporter takes off in that direction. Without some idea or ideas in mind to begin with, reporting can become directionless or, just as bad, the reporter passive, too easily steered by sources. 

The Advice of Writers

 Here is what three working writers say about leads:
*John McPhee: I’ve often heard writers say that 

               
    if you’ve written your lead you have 90 percent


    
   of your story.




**Thomas Boswell: Once you find the lead or thread


      
    all the other anecdotes, illustrations and quotes are 


  
    pearls that hang on this thread. The thread may seem very 
             
    humble, the pearls may seem very flashy, but it’s still


                the thread that makes the necklace.




***Henry Fairlie: Every journalist who has ever struggled


      
   with (a lead) knows why it can take so much effort.  It’s

                  
   as important to him as to the reader. Writing it concentrates


       
   the mind wonderfully, forcing him to decide what in


      
   the story is important, what he wants to emphasize, 

                  
   and can eventually give the shape to the rest of the 

                  
   story as he writes it.

Real-World Assignments

Thrust Students into the Community
 Generally, students in the first year reporting and writing class are confined to lab exercises and a few fairly simple assignments that require a blend of research and reporting. Assignments can be time-intensive. Yet without them, journalism students are short-changed, their education inadequate.  Street reporting--shoe-leather reporting, as some describe it--provides an essential element in the education of journalists. 
These assignments should excite students but not intimidate them. Here are

five assignments  that ask students to leave the classroom for their reporting. .
Faculty Faith

Believers and Non-Believers (1)

This first assignment is based on a study of the political and social views, including the religious beliefs, of faculty members.  Neil Gross of Harvard and Solon Simmons of George Mason University surveyed 1,500 professors from dozens of fields.  The respondents were from community colleges, four-year institutions, research universities and denominational schools. 

Gross and Simmons  found that more than half of the faculty members believe in God and less than a fourth are either atheists or agnostics.  The percentage of non-believers among the faculty is considerably higher than that among the general public.  The National Opinion Research Center has found 7 percent of the public describes itself as not believing in a supreme being. 

Here are some results of the poll of faculty members:



Atheist/Agnostic (%)                 No Doubt God Exists   (%)

Research schools                37                                                20 

Community colleges
       15                                                 40

A breakdown by field of the non-believers found that 61 percent of biologists and psychologists are non-believers, followed by mechanical engineers, economists and political scientists  The largest percentage of believers are professors of accounting, 63 percent, followed by professors of elementary education, finance, art, criminal justice and nursing.
Assignment: Conduct a similar survey on campus.  You may want to use a method that ensures confidentiality for the respondents.
The Bush Administration

Checking the Positives/Negatives (2) 
 This assignment is based on an article in the June issue of Harper’s Magazine. The magazine asked 11 “journalists and thinkers” to “survey the damage” of the Bush administration. Those interviewed for the article came from a variety of specialties. Here’s the thesis the magazine presented:




George W. Bush has done more to transform



   the nation than any American president since Franklin



   D. Roosevelt.  Indeed, he may well be the perfect



   anti-Roosevelt.  He has taken a prosperous nation



   and mired it in war, replaced our national 



   composure with terror, and left behind a 



   legacy of damage so profound that repairing it



   will be the work of generations.


Assignment: Have students interview faculty members and local civic, political and religious leaders for their comments.  Do they agree with this thesis? Why, why not? 


Savvy students will check the article to see what some of those interviewed said.  They may want to make these comments the basis of questions. 

Checking Congress
Where Does He/She Stand? (3)
   Each student can select an issue that is, has been or should be before Congress.  First, do a search for material about the issue. Students can then e-mail or write a letter to their representative or senator asking for an explanation of his/her vote or an opinion about the need for legislation in the field. Here are some persistent issues;


Gun control legislation, immigration reform,


income tax rates, drilling in Alaskan wildlife refuges, mileage 

requirements for auto manufacturers, embryonic stem cell


research, Iraq.

Various organizations assess the votes of representatives and senators and comment on issues. For example:

Liberal

Americans for Democratic Action
 
  adaaction@ix.netcom.com
           People for the American Way

                www.pfaw.org


Conservative

          Focus on the Family


     www.family.org
           Christian Broadcasting Network

      www.cbn.com 
   Environmental




Gun Control

 League of Conservation Voters

    The Brady Campaign
   www.lcv.org 



        www.bradycampaign.org 

 Environmental Defense


    National Rifle Assn.

www.environmentaldefense.org                                 www.nra.org 
     Friends of the Earth                                                                                                                     
         www.foe.org                                                                      
    Politics      


                                 Stem Cell Research                                                
     Democratic National Committee                           Union Concerned Scientists

 
www.democrats.org                                             www.ucsusa.org                

     GOP Online                                                             Advancing Science,Serving Society

      www.gop.org                                                              www.AAAS.org            

 Indicators for a Positive Student Experience
 Class Size, Student/Faculty Ratio: A Campus Assignment (4)

 The College Board surveyed enrollment and faculty size in nonprofit institutions with the most degree or certificate-seeking undergraduates in 2006. Class size and the ratio of students to faculty are barometers of the student’s academic experience, the Board said. 

Here are some of the findings:






Class Size

  %  Classes with Fewer than 20 students    % Classes with more than 50 students

      New York Univ.
      63                                     UCalif. San Diego  28
      UCLA                         54                                     UCalif. Davis         28

      Kansas State               52                                     UNorth Texas         24
      UCalif.Santa Barbara 51                                     UTexas,Arlington   24

      Kent State                   51                                     UTexas,S.Antonio  24
                                     
  Student/Faculty Ratio

            Lowest



Highest

New York Univ.              11                       U.Central Florida                   28
U.Washington, Seattle     11                       U.Texas, San Antonio           24

U.Wisconsin, Madison     13                       Calif.State,Fullerton              24

Purdue, Lafayette             14                       Calif.State,Northridge            23

Utah State, Salt Lake       14                        Calif.State Poly,Pomona        23

U.Cincinnati                     14                       Metro.State Coll,Denver        23

U. N.Carolina, Ch.Hill     14                       U. West Virginia                    23

Assignment: Find the figures for your institution and compare them

to other schools of a similar size .  Interview students about their experiences in large and small classes.  Do they feel the large classes were less beneficial than their smaller classes?  Interview administrators about the costs of small classes and large faculties.
Education Inequities
Public Schools and the Property Tax (5)

The local property tax is the major source of funding for the education of youngsters in public school. Consequently, school districts in high-income areas 

have more money to spend than districts in poor and minority areas. The result: Poor children sit in overcrowded classes that have leaky roofs and ancient plumbing.


Reporters Diane Richard and Todd Melby of Chicago Public Radio decided to see whether the effect of such funding shortchanged children in Illinois rural schools. They spent five months reporting and produced a 29-minute documentary that began:




To pay for public schools, Illinois



relies more heavily on local property taxes



than most states.  This works in property-rich districts.


Schools in Chicago’s wealthier north and northwest 



suburbs do better under the formula than anywhere


else.




But rural schools are paying a price.

 
The reporting was recognized with the Sigma Delta Chi radio documentary award for 2006.




States that Penalize Students


To check state spending on education, Michael Engel, emeritus professor of political science at Westfield State College in Massachusetts, suggests an easily found figure. He says that a state’s support of its schools can best be measured by the amount spent on public schools by the state per $1,000 of personal income of that state’s residents.  The amounts are calculated and released by the Census Bureau:  (http://www.census.gov/govs/www/school06.html)   The “06” refers to the year of the data. 

The Morgan Quitno Press’s “Education-State Rankings” had the following figures for a recent year for the amount spent on education per $1,000 income:

           Highest                                 Lowest 
Alaska

$64.60

Florida

$33.12

Vermont
  57.05

Nevada
  34.28

West Virginia    54.35

Arizona
  35.26

Maine

  52.33

Tennessee
  35.36

New York
  52.06

Washington
  36.35  



(National ratio: $43.24) 

If we look at the figures for per capita personal income for the year, we find that  three of the states with per capita incomes below the national average  of $33,041 (Maine, Vermont and West Virginia)  spend over the average on educating their children.   For example, West Virginia’s per capita personal income is $25,681 for the year we are considering.  Only Mississippi at $24,349 is lower. Yet West Virginia’s commitment to spending on its schools is third highest of the 50 states. 

     Assignment:   1) Examine school districts in your city to check per pupil spending in various districts.  Do some districts spend much more than others?  Why?

         

     2) Find out where your state ranks in school spending per $1,000 personal income for the most recent year. Compare with the national average and nearby states. 

In both cases, ask whether the funding is adequate for education. In what categories is greater funding needed? 
Too Challenging? 

 Underestimating Students
You may think these assignments plunge youngsters into uncharted terrain too quickly. Maybe. On the other hand, critics of higher education have been saying that college educators underestimate the capacity of their students. Teaching to the lowest  intellectual denominator infantilizes 18-year-olds, they say.  A colleague wrote: “These youngsters mastered the computer by the time they were 10 or 12. What makes us think they are incapable of challenging subject matter?”


Her comment reminded me of the story told about the great conductor Arturo Toscanini. He was to give a concert with a symphony that included a difficult violin solo to be played from the rear of the string section.  Traditionally, conductors would move the first violinist to the back of the section for that movement.

 Toscanini refused.  He knew that the young violinist in the back would play beautifully…and he did.

Locker-room Bonanzas

Football Coaches Paid Nine Times full Professors


In Update XXXIII under the above headlines, I described the multi-million dollar salaries of football coaches.   The income of Nick Saban, at the University of Alabama,  is $4 million a year but he could add to that $700-800,000 a year for bowl appearances.  The average salary of Division 1-A  coaches  ($918,238) was nine times the salary of full professors ($101,774). 


USA Today ran a prize-winning series on the salaries of football coaches a year ago (11/16/06 ) that your students may want to look at as the basis for an updated story on the subject. The newspaper listed the income of coaches in all the conferences.  Here’s a sample of the top three salaries in four conferences:



    

Big East


Bobby Petrino

Louisville

 $1,743,000

Jim Leavitt
            Univ. South Florida
   1,117,500


Rich Rodriguez
West Virginia Univ.
   1,100,000





Big Ten


Kirk Forentz

Iowa


   2,840,000


Jim Tressel

Ohio State

   2,012,700

            John L. Smith* 
Michigan State
   1,545,830   

        *Smith was replaced in 2007 by  Mark Dantonio of Cincinnati.





PAC Ten


Pete Carroll

Southern California
2,782,320


Jeff Tedford

California

1,505,300


Tyrone Willingham
Washington

1,414,772





SEC


Tommy Tuberville
Auburn

2,231,000


Phillip Fulmer

Tennessee

2,050,000


Mike Shula

Alabama

1,7666,853*

      *As noted above, Shula was replaced by Nick Saban, whose 

  $4 million/year salary would lead all coaches. 



Assignment: Find the salary of your schools’ football coach and compare it with the salaries of other coaches in the conference.  Compare it with the average salary of a full professor at your school. 
                                    Assignment

Spotlighting Women
History does not deal too well with women, so here’s an assignment that might help.  It’s based on entries in The Book of Distinguished American Women by Vincent Wilson Jr., published by American History Research Associates.  The book contains brief biographies of fifty women who, Wilson writes, “reflect the diversity of America and yet reveal certain traits—independence of spirit, sustained dedication to a cause or goal, and, in most cases, immense energy and courage.”
In addition to making a search for the women’s background, students should try to find material that makes the feature relevant today.  The easiest element is the anniversary of the woman’s birth.
Here are some women whose birthdates are in November, December, January:

     November—Abigail Adams, Louisa May Alcott, Sarah Grimke, Elizabeth                      Cady Stanton. 
     December—Clara Barton, Willa Cather, Emily Dickinson.
     January—Carrie Chapman Catt, Alice Paul. 
High Death Rates

Here are some figures from the most recent report on deaths released by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention  (www.cdc.gov/nchs). These are the five states with the highest rates of death from five diseases:

Heart

Cancer

Diabetes

Flu

HIV

W.Va.

W.Va.

W.Va.


Mass.

Md.

Pa.

Maine

La.


Iowa

Fla.

Okla.

Pa.

N.C.


N.Y. 

N.Y.

Miss.

Ark.

Ohio


Ark.

La..

Ala.

Fla.

Ala. 


Tenn.

Ga.

Interview public health officials and  local doctors for s story. 
Class Discussion
The ‘Viewspaper’


Is the newspaper dying, to be replaced by the viewspaper?  A publisher, Anthony O’Reilly, thinks so.  O’Reilly, major shareholder in the British Independent News and Media, says, “We’re not doing news any more.  News is so instantly available that the analysis of the world is much more important for the nourishment of the mind. You can’t be nourished really by TV or by the Internet.” 


Discussion: What do you think of O’Reilly’s concept of the newspaper? Where do you get your news?  What do you read for opinions? Would you read a newspaper if it contained little news but many editorials and opinion columns? 
Worth Quoting
It is immoral not to tell.



--Albert Camus

Simple English is no one’s mother tongue.  It has to be

worked for. 



--Jacques Barzun

People think I can teach them style. What stuff that is. Have something to say and say it as clearly as you can. That is the only secret of style.



--Matthew Arnold

Seldom if ever has the craft of journalism more responsibly served the individual conscience and the national interest.



--Harvey Swados on the muckrakers

What a candidate says about policy, not the supposedly revealing personal anecdotes political reporters love to dwell on, is the best way to judge his or her character.



--Paul Krugman

NOTE: The eleventh edition of Melvin Mencher’s News Reporting and Writing is now available.   To obtain your desk copy, call 1-800-338-3987.
                       ##
