SYLLABUS

JCOM 1130 

 Beginning News Writing — Journalistic Writing -- Jay Wamsley

M-W 10:30-11:45 a.m.   Newsroom -- 302 Animal Science

Office:
TSC 105  (797-1757)

Office Hours: T-Th 1:30 p.m.- 4 p.m. (or by appointment)

"Were it left to me to decide whether to have government without newspapers, or newspapers without government, I should not hesitate to prefer the latter."  

 --  Thomas Jefferson

"Words are sacred. They deserve respect. If you get the right ones, in the right order, you can nudge the world a little."    --  Tom Stoppard

"Writing is an important test of thinking. If you cannot express a point in writing, you probably have not thought it through. A murky story is usually a sign of muddy reasoning or, at best, a thought that is only half formed."       --  William L. Rivers

"Newspapers should simply present all the facts the editor is of obtaining concerning men and measures before the bar of public, and then, having discharged its duty in the case, be satisfied to leave the jury in the case  --  --  the public  -- - to find the verdict."


 








 -- E.W. Scripps

 "I learned in newspapers to make every word count. All those years of being given 1,200 words, of having the 1,200 pared to 900 at  3 o’clock, of having to take out another 100 to shoehorn it into the hole in the layout; it teaches you to make the distinction between what is necessary and what is simply you in love with the sound of your own voice.”


--Anna Quindlen

Prerequisites:

Minimum pass in Department of Communication English Proficiency Test and basic typing test.

What we do:

This is a writing course. It’s a training ground for future reporting courses. So, we write. A lot. Write, write, write. And try to get better each time. We get you familiar with principles you will need to know in future courses.

Make sense?

Formally said, then, our purpose:  To provide a solid introduction and a non-threatening beginning training ground in  JOURNALISTIC WRITING for Communications majors, preparatory for more advanced writing and reporting skills available in subsequent and sequential classes. Non-majors will find the insight into writing for the media beneficial, as well, enabling them to improve their own writing skills. During the first half of the semester, there will be many academic or hypothetical exercises designed to hone news writing skills.  During the second half of the semester, there will be several real-life writing experiences, as well as at least two assignments where the student will be expected to enterprise the story on his or her own.

In JCOM 1130, you are expected to learn just about everything there is to know about what news is and how to write it -- at least, you get all the basics here. For those who are really Communication majors, and who really will have careers in communication -- print and broadcast journalism, public relations and other mass communication fields  --  this may be the most important course of your college career. It may tell you whether you have a knack for new or not. And whether you like it or not. News writing is a strange beast with quirks and characteristics all its own. Some of you may have to unlearn some things you’ve been taught about writing and relearn journalistic methods for communicating information. It’s not rocket science, but there are some tricks to learn. We have had some English majors that have popped a vein. Others are able to categorize and understand the differences.

We’ll fine-tune this syllabus as we go along, and some things will be rescheduled, subtracted or added. But, basically, this is it: If you do what I ask you to do, I’ll make you a better writer and prepare you for more to come. If you don’t do what I ask you to do, your grades will likely reflect that, you may or may not slide on to other courses and you won’t like me.

Since this is a news course, and this is a journalism and communication department, I guess it’s reasonable to expect you to keep up with the news. To that end, it is suggested strongly that you read a newspaper every day, preferably more than one. I’ll expect that you’ll read closely The Utah Statesman, the Logan Herald Journal, as well as statewide newspapers, and that you’ll keep up with broadcast and online news: NPR, CNN, etc.  Examples are used from newspapers and your ability to compare and contrast and see day-to-day examples of what is being taught in the classroom will be valuable. There may even be assignments that involve bringing/examining/critiquing examples you find in newspapers.

Additionally, 20 percent of your final grade will be dependent upon periodic quizzes that will have a strong current events component.

A “lab” period will be an integral part of the instruction, usually at the end of the instruction period, sometimes taking the entire time. Missing a lecture day will more than likely result in missing a lab period, which will more than likely be graded. So, grading in this class is set up to reward the student who shows up every day. 

Text:   AP Stylebook. (Required) and “News Reporting and Writing” by the Missouri group (recommended). Several handouts will also be utilized. The Stylebook should become your writing and stylistic bible -- we will have regular quizzes on that stuff. You may also want to purchase a paperback dictionary if you’re not such a hot speller (you know who you are!). It is recommended that you bring a jump drive on which you can save your assignments or e-mail them to yourself and keep a record. There may be times when the lab period ends before you have completed an assignments and you are allowed to complete it later ... better to save them and print them out a couple of hours later than to have to start over. You may also want to save all your assignments on this disk to “prove” you completed assignments, should that be questioned later.

Grades will based on the number of lab assignments completed and the improvement shown therein. There will also be a midterm test, worth  20 percent of the grade, and a final, worth 20 percent. There will be no "throwaway lab assignments" nor any assignments accepted late, as the lab period cannot be “recreated.” There are no “make-up-type assignments.”  At most times during the semester, the instructor can give a student an assessment of  “where they stand” at any given moment. All exams and the final grade are graded from the top score down, that is to say, there is no 100 percent predetermined standard from which grades are assessed; there is only a top score from a single student from which a straight 90-80-70-60 percent assessment is made.  There is no grading “on the curve” (predetermined number of As, Bs, C, etc. ) or any such nonsense. You are always graded against your own improvement and the top student in the class (which might change from test to test, from assignment to assignment).

As in any class -- or any aspect of life, really -- you will have the opportunity to cheat. Class members who hand in assignments that were obviously done in concert with others or is not their own work, or if cheating is observed during exams or other in-class lab experiences, will be dismissed from the class and will have to gain approval from the department head to re-enter the class. All “enterprised” stories must be the student’s own work. Do you understand what plagiarism is? JCOM policy indicates that any student plagiarizing an assignment will be dismissed. Not just from the class -- from the department.

Do Your Own Work. Do not put your name on assignments done in concert with someone else or that have been done by someone else. Yes, I have caught people doing this. Yes, it was a problem for them. Yes, I will catch you, too.

Final thoughts:

•Remember or write down your dang user name and password!

•Please turn off cell phones before coming to class. There will be no “texting” or phoning during class time. DO NOT let me catch you texting in class. Turn it off.

•Print off all assignments before coming to class or come early to do it — do not anticipate taking up class time to print off assingments that are due that day.

•My preference is that you don’t wear hats.

• No Solitaire, or surfing or “catching up on e-mail” while I’m lecturing or we’re in a lab. Turn away from the computer during lectures.

•Take notes the “old-fashioned way;” do not use the newsroom computer keyboards to take notes during a lecture or guest speech.

• I don’t believe in extra credit … but I do belive in Snickerdoodles, ‘specially homemade ones.

In this class, you will learn:

•What makes information NEWS.

• What makes news writing different from other forms of creative expression.

• How to identify opinion/bias in news writing... and whether that is right or wrong, good or bad.

• What makes a good lead, a good introduction to a news story.

• What makes a good interviewer. How to conduct a good interview.

• What makes a good quote and how you use them.

• How to cover speeches and meetings/How to write a good speech or meeting story.

• Reinforcement of the AP Stylebook and elimination of errors in writing.

You may also learn as we go along:

o
How a news story is different from a feature story.

o
An introduction to Feature stories... feature leads.

o
How journalists should deal with Public Relations releases

Approximate Schedule of Reading:

We will be reading Chapters 1, 7 & 8, 3 & 4, 12 and 11 ... kind of in that order. 

Reading will reinforce what we do in class.

Here’s HOW TO SET UP YOUR COPY on the COMPUTER SCREEN for PRINTOUT:

SLUG (Story name or assignment)

your full name

date

Leave about four open lines at the top of your story, in which the editor (me) can write comments, etc....

The Logan City Council voted Tuesday night to permit drag racing on Main Street every afternoon from 4 p.m. to 6:30 p.m., as a measure to ease traffic in the downtown shopping district.

"There’s just too much traffic on Main Street in the afternoons,  said council member Eve Snodgrass. "My kids and I spent the better part of two hours just trying to cross the street -- and then it turned out that I’d parked on the other side!"

Other city officials echoed Snodgrass’s concern. ìI was afraid to get out of my car after I parked in front of Zion Bank," said City Safety Officer Jerry Jumpstart, who said he was trapped in his cruiser for 45 minutes by the rushing traffic.

The street-racing plan -- dubbed "Darlene’s Daily Drag" at the council meeting -- is "expected to help move traffic along," said council member Dub " This is the third time in the past two years that the Logan Council, blah blah 

You get the idea. NOTICE: Two returns between paragraphs. Whether you indent or not is up to you. There’s no real need to. Other profs may suggest other ways to set up your copy. This is my preference. 

In order to save yourself and me a lot of wailing, moaning, gnashing of teeth and other general unpleasantness, please remember when working on the Newsroom computers or elsewhere to SAVE your story regularly. Otherwise, you know someone will kick the power plug or lightning will strike the room, evaporating your story and making your deathless prose, well, dead. Always ask me before sending to the printer — so I can double-check the computer’s preferences (which people are prone to change from time to time) … otherwise, you may lose all your work.

Questions?

