Basic News Writing
MPJO 501 – Spring Semester 2010 
MPS Journalism, School of Continuing Studies 

  

Meeting time and Location: 

5:40 - 7:40 p.m. on Wednesdays, Jan. 20 – May 5, 2010 

Walsh 391 

  

Instructor:  
Alisa Parenti 
email:  amp262@georgetown.edu
office hours:  contact by email to set up a time 

Course Description: 
Students will learn the basics of news writing:  how to write a powerful lead, how to gather and use sound bites and quotations effectively, and how to produce compelling news stories.  We will explore news values, interview techniques, and master AP Style guidelines.  Those looking to hone their reporting and communicating skills will find an abundance of hands-on practice.    
Required Reading: 

Title:  Associated Press Stylebook and Briefing on Media Law
ISBN: 0465012620
Publisher: Perseus Distribution
Copyright 2009
Title:  Telling the Story:  The convergence of print, broadcast and online media 

Fourth Edition

Including:  Crisis Communication CD-ROM

By the Missouri Group

Copyright 2009

Published by Bedford/St. Martin’s

ISBN 0-312-59886-6

Assignments and Grading
Deadlines are critical in journalism.  If you turn in an assignment -- any assignment -- late without a medical excuse, you will be marked down.  The later the assignment is turned in, the lower your grade will be.  All written reports should be double-spaced and in Times New Roman 12-point font.  You must follow AP Stylebook guidelines.  For each weekly assignment, you are expected to post your document to Blackboard and email a copy to me.
A   90- 100%   Excellent work, the kind expected of a working journalist 

B   79 – 89%   Very good work, but with minor errors that need correction 

C   68 – 78%   Satisfactory work, but with the need to improve skills to the level    expected of a beginning reporter. 
D   0 – 67%    Unacceptable work.  Fs are also given for any assignment with a major factual error or any plagarized or fabricated work. 
Grading criteria will be provided, along with additional guidance, when assignments are given.  The weekly agenda that follows is intended to give you a general idea of what will be expected.  

Final grades will be weighted as follows:
70 % based on weekly writing assignments (each of the 14 assignments is worth 5%)

20 % based on AP Stylebook tests (two tests, each worth 10% of your grade)

10% based on attendance, class participation and etiquette.
Classroom Etiquette 
Students should arrive to class a few minutes early and be prepared to begin coursework promptly at 5:40 p.m.  Students are expected to turn off all cell phones, pagers, or other communication devices while in class.  Class discussions should be respectful and considerate of others’ views and opinions.   
Students with Disabilities Policy
Students with documented disabilities have the right to specific accommodations that do not fundamentally alter the nature of the course.  Some accommodations might include note takers, books on tape, extended time on tests, and interpreting services among others.  Students must present an official letter from the Academic Resource Center listing the exact accommodations needed.  Please note the following, from the Student Handbook:  
Students with disabilities should contact the Academic Resource Center (Leavey Center, Suite 335; 202-687-8354; arc@georgetown.edu; http://ldss.georgetown.edu/index.cfm) before the start of classes to allow their office time to review the documentation and make recommendations for appropriate accommodations. If accommodations are recommended, you will be given a letter from ARC to share with your professors. You are personally responsible for completing this process officially and in a timely manner. Neither accommodations nor exceptions to policies can be permitted to students who have not completed this process in advance.     
Georgetown Honor System 

All students within SCS are expected to maintain the highest standards of academic and personal integrity in pursuit of their education at Georgetown.  Academic dishonesty, plagarism or fabrication of news stories are serious offenses, and students found in violation are subject to academic penalties that include, but are not limited to, failure of the course, termination from the program, and revocation of degrees already conferred.  Please note the Honor Code, as directed by the University: 
In the pursuit of the high ideals and rigorous standards of academic life, I commit myself to respect and uphold the Georgetown University Honor System: To be honest in any academic endeavor, and To conduct myself honorably, as a responsible member of the Georgetown community, as we live and work together. 
University Resources           

MPS Writing Resource Program (Lauinger Library, 217A; 202-687-4246; http://writingcenter.georgetown.edu/) 

Academic Resource Center (Leavey Center, Suite 335; 202-687-8354; arc@georgetown.edu; http://ldss.georgetown.edu/) 

Counseling and Psychiatric Services (One Darnall Hall; 202-687-6985; http://caps.georgetown.edu/) 
Final Note 
The syllabus is subject to change, depending on guest speakers’ availability and breaking news.    

Weekly Agenda 
01/20/10: Course overview. Instructor and classmate introductions. News meeting. 

Breakout session/in-class activity:  what makes news?  You will be given 10 possible stories.  Which 5 are news, and in which order?  Be prepared to defend your decisions. 
Reading assignment:  Telling the Story, Chapters 1 - 2.  

Writing assignment: Obtain copies of the Washington Post and the Washington Times for Friday, January 22nd.  Do NOT rely on the web versions of these publications.  Examine the front page and first section of each newspaper.  Which stories does each cover?  What news values do these decisions reflect?  Write an analysis of the coverage decisions of these two newspapers, the news values they reflect, and your critique of those decisions.  500 word maximum.  Due by 5 p.m. on Jan. 25th.    

01/27/10:  Facts and style.     

Breakout session/in-class activity:  Mock press conference involving a candidate.  Separate fact and fiction.  Discuss how you would then check the claims.  
Reading assignment:  Telling the Story, Chapters 4 and 5, and Appendix 3.  Also, please read pages 1 – 50 of the Associated Press Stylebook.

Writing assignment:  Research exercise.  Using the Internet, answer the following 10 questions.  For each answer, name the source of your answer and a reason why you think that source is credible.    Due by 5 p.m. on Feb. 1st
1) Who is the U.S. Secretary of Veterans Affairs?

2) Who won the World Series in 1965?
3) What is the equivalent of $100 US in Ethiopian currency?

4) What is the state flower of New York?

5) When is George W. Bush’s birthday?

6) What is the nearest star to our sun?

7) How many items are in the Library of Congress collection?

8) To whom did Barak Obama compare himself when accepting the Nobel Peace Prize?
9) What’s the heat index (“feels like”) temperature when it is 80 degrees and 100% humidity?

10)  What are the names of the six Jesuit priests slain in El Salvador on Nov. 16, 1989?
.
02/03/10:  Interviewing.
Breakout session/in-class activity:  Classmates will be paired, with each one interviewing the other for 15 minutes.  Each writes bullet points to do a 45-second live shot on the other student.  

Reading Assignment:  Telling the Story, Chapter 3.  Also, please read pages 51-100 of the Associated Press Stylebook.

Writing assignment: Interview someone whom you do not know personally.  The subject could be a police officer, a faculty member, a business owner.  Prepare 20 questions for the interview.  Then conduct the interview.  Write a news story (maximum of 500 words) about what the interview subject said.  Consider this a profile piece in the Style section of a local newspaper.  Submit both the questions and the story.  Due by 5 p.m. on Feb. 8th.   

  
02/10/10: Interviewing 2.0  Approaching the grieving, the indicted and the victorious.  Also, etiquette in the field.  Guest speaker:  CNN Radio News Reporter. 

Reading Assignment:   Pages 101-150 of the Associated Press Stylebook.
Writing assignment:  Write a one-page plan of how you would re-purpose (or re-work) the previous week’s assignment for radio and television.  What natural sound would help tell the story of your interview subject?  What visuals tell his or her story?  Due by 5 p.m.on Feb. 15th.

  
02/17/10: Winning the Lead.  

Breakout session/in-class activity: Reviewing what works best and why.  Inverted “I” structure, drawing in the reader and viewer.
Reading assignment: Telling the Story, Chapter 6. 

Writing assignment:  Leads Exercise.  Due by 5 p.m. on Feb.22nd. 
  

02/24/10:  Story Organization.
In-class test on AP Stylebook, pages 0 - 150

Reading Assignment:  pages 151-200 of the Associated Press Stylebook. 

Writing Assignment:  Write a 250-word news story, based on a press release.  Due by 5 p.m. on March 1st. 

  

03/03/10: Advancing the Story.
Breakout session/in-class activity: Given a wire story from the previous day, develop angles to pursue for second day follow-ups.  
Reading assignment:  Chapter 7 of Telling the Story.  Also please read pages 201-250 of the Associated Press Stylebook. 
Writing assignment:  Rewriting two existing stories for placement the next day.  Advance your stories!   Due by 5 p.m. on March 8th.
  

03/10/10: Writing for Radio News.
Reading assignment:  Chapter 11 of Telling the Story and additional handouts.
Writing assignment:  Write two radio stories using sources provided.  One will be “hard” news, the other a feature.  Due by 5 p.m. on March 15th.
  

03/17/10 Writing for TV News.
Guest Speaker:  Local News Producer at ABC7 News.
Reading assignment:  Handouts to be provided.  
Writing assignment:  Write a VO (voice-over), a VO-SOT (sound on tape), and a package on same news item.  Sources to be provided.    Due by 5 p.m. on March 22nd.  
  

03/24/10 Obituaries.
Reading assignment: Chapter 10 of Telling the Story.  
Writing assignment: Write an obit on a living Georgetown University professor or employee.  Please do the research for your article by interviewing those who know the person and by reviewing his or her work.  You may not interview the subject of your obit.  Due by 5 p.m. on March 29th.

03/31/10:  Covering speeches and meetings.  

Reading assignment:  Chapter 8 of Telling the Story.  Also please read pages 251-300 of the Associated Press Stylebook.
Writing assignment: You will be given a list of events to cover.  From that list, you will choose one speech or meeting.  Please get the name and phone number of another person also in attendance to verify your presence.  You choose which medium will best tell the story you write -- print, broadcast or online placement.  

Due by 5 p.m. on April 5th. 
4/07/10: Covering Crime.
Reading assignment: Chapter 9 of Telling the Story.  Also pages 301-333 of the Associated Press Stylebook.
Writing assignment:  In class, you will view a videotaped press conference given by a police information officer.  Using those notes, script a live shot to be delivered in the field.  Your script should include your location, and what you hope will be going on behind you.  Read your script out loud, and time yourself to ensure it is no longer than one minute, 15 seconds total (1:15).   Due by 5 p.m. on April 12th.
04/14/10: Online Journalism.
Guest Speaker: Columnist from Politico.
Reading assignment:  Chapter 13 of Telling the Story.  

Writing assignment:  Tweeting and blog postings.  Due by 5 p.m. on April 19th.  
04/21/10:  Public Relations and Earned Media.
Guest Speaker:  TBD
Reading assignment: Chapter 12 of Telling the Story
Writing assignment:  From information provided in class, create a list of news organizations to which you would pitch an event, and then write the press advisory to be sent out.  Due by 5 p.m. on April 26th.

04/28/10:  Review, opportunity for rewrites, and confirm final project topic.

In-class test on AP Stylebook guidelines, pages 151-333. 
05/03/10:  Final Project Presentations.  
