MPJO 700: Feature Writing

Instructor: Natalie Hopkinson, PhD

Time:  Tuesdays 5 p.m. to 7:15 p.m. May 24-Aug. 13 

Room: ICC 206A
Phone:
E-mail: NHopkinson@gmail.com 

The course

The goal of this course is to make you proficient into several forms of feature writing. Feature writing can mean many things in journalism. They are narratives that derive from the news or are otherwise connected to current issues, debates and events. They may take the form of trend stories, profiles, photo essays, previews or one-day event pieces found in Web and print publications. These features contain standard elements, yet they allow for individual style and creative expression. Because of its readability and utility, the news feature is a favorite of readers and journalists alike. This course will also provide some historical context about the development of feature writing as blend of art and craft. 

Required texts and readings

Strunk & White: Elements of Style—any edition. 

You will be expected to conform to Associated Press style. You are required to purchase the AP Stylebook if you do not already have one.

Additionally, since everyone will be expected to discuss contemporary news features and bring examples to class, students should be reading the Washington Post, New York Times, New Yorker, The Daily Beast, Slate, Salon, Wall Street Journal, all of which regularly publish strong examples of news features. 

Deadlines

The syllabus spells out deadlines for your stories. We will replicate the tight and unbending deadlines of a real-life newsroom. That means your stories must be on my desk promptly at the beginning of that day’s class. Stories handed in one day, one hour or one minute late will receive an F. Unless there is a special circumstance pre-approved by me, there will be no e-mail submissions. I repeat: THERE WILL BE NO EMAIL SUBMISSIONS!

Accuracy

Since accuracy is the most important aspect of journalism, we will adhere to rigid standards: Any factual error—including the misspelling of a proper name—will result in an F for the story.
Goals and Grades

You will create three news features in this class: one essay of one event or “scene” piece 800 words; One profile of 1,000-1,200 words, and the final project will be a photo essay/ or trend story of 20 slides or 1,500 words. These will be real stories, with the goal of getting them published. (Publication in most print publications (and certain Web publications pre-approved by me) will earn extra credit and can boost your final course grade.) Your grade will be based on these papers as well as class participation, which includes everything from attendance to active involvement in discussions and class editing to generating story ideas.

Grading: The first two assignments will each count for 20 percent of your grade. The final assignment will count for 40 percent of your grade. Class participation will count for the final 20 percent of your grade. 

Grading standards: A story will earn an A if it could be published in a metropolitan daily newspaper, high-quality regional magazine or Web magazine with little or no editing. It gets a B if it takes some editing to make publishable. It gets a C if it takes a lot of editing. It gets a F if it would take a wholesale rewrite or would be spiked.   

Participation grade will be based on attendance and contributions to class discussions. I’m just going to have a sign-in sheet for every class. If a question arises about attendance we will consult the sign in sheet. 

Academic Integrity

Along with certain rights, students also have the responsibility to behave honorably in an academic environment. Academic dishonesty, including cheating, fabrication, facilitating academic dishonesty and plagiarism, will not be tolerated. Adhering to a high ethical standard is of special importance in the world of journalism, where reliability and credibility are the cornerstones of the field. Therefore, this course has a “zero tolerance” policy on academic dishonesty. Any abridgment of the university’s academic integrity standards will result in referral to the dean. 

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 you with an official letter from the Academic Resource

Center listing the exact accommodations needed before you provide them, however.

Please include the following text from the Student Handbook on your syllabus:

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.

Communicating with the Instructor

Email is not the best way to communicate with this instructor. If you have a question, please ask it in class. If you are having some concerns that cannot be discussed in class, please email the instructor proposing a time to have a brief phone consult. 
Week 1: May 25

Introductions, course overview.  

Discussion about “objectivity.” 

http://blogs.creativeloafing.com/freshloaf/2010/02/15/atlanta-progressive-news-fires-reporter-for-trying-to-be-objective/
In-class exercise: Describe your lens.  

ASSIGNMENT 1: Read Strunk & White. Find Web biographies of Hunter S. Thompson and Tom Wolfe 

Assignment: Find 3 possible events for Assignment #1. 2-300 words on why each is worthy of a feature.

EXAMPLES OF ‘EVENT’ or SCENE” PIECES )

http://www.washingtonpost.com/gog/profile/nerd-nite,1159662/critic-review.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/11/15/AR2009111502672.html




Week 2: June 1

Discussion of lens exercise. Students pitch story ideas for scene/event piece. 

Discuss: Strunk & White. Introduction and Chapter 5: An Approach to Style. What is “style”? Continuum of Strunk & White to Hunter S. Thompson and Tom Wolfe. New icons of journalism? 

Working from B-Matter/contextual information. 

Handout the 5-part outline. ASSIGNMENT: Complete rough draft of event story. 





Week 3: June 8 

Rough draft event story due. Peer review workshop. 

Origins of Pulitzer Feature Writing category and recent controversies.  

ASSIGNMENT: Each student must select a finalist or winner from www.pulitzer.org preferably in the Feature Writing Category, to share with the class as a good example of feature writing and storytelling. 1/3 of class must find an article based on an event. 1/3 should be a profile. 1/3 should be a “trend” or analytic piece of journalism. Bring copies for the class. 




Week 4: June 15

Final draft of event story due. Pulitzer discussion. 

Introduce the art of the profile. What are profiles? Why do them? How to generate a profile subject. The art of the interview. Getting subjects to open up. 

Requirements for choosing a subject for this assignment. 

Read profile examples. 

Discuss requirements for profiles. Can be done as a Q&A. 

ASSIGNMENT: Find a profile subject. Have 200-300 words on why each potential subject is newsworthy. 





Week 5. June 22

Pitch 3 possible profile ideas to class. 

ASSIGNMENT: Put together 1 page of B-matter on profile subject. 





Week 6: June 29

DUE: profile b-matter. Students must give class introduction and update on progress of profiles. In class exercise: Setting the Scene. Telling the story through the details. Watching, listening, and using your brain like a muscle. 

Assignment: Complete final draft of profile. 

Discussion of the “trend story.” What is it? How do you approach it? Anti-trend stories. Handout: examples of trend stories. 

Assignment: Reading for next class GQ piece on the pitfalls of trendspotting. 





Week 7 July 6

INSTRUCTOR WILL BE GONE TO ASPEN IDEAS FESTIVAL

Substitute TBA

Submit rough drafts of profiles to instructor via email. Peer review workshop in class. 

3 Ideas for FINAL TREND STORY. Continue fine-tuning profiles. 




Week 8 July 13

Instructor returns profile rough drafts. 

Students pitch ideas for final trend story or photo essay. 

Lecture: showing instead of telling. How to make your nutgraf convincing. How to use—not abuse—quotes. Quote emotion, state facts. 

ASSIGNMENT: B-matter for final trend story; Final draft for profile. 




Week 9 July 20

Students turn in final draft of profile. Students turn in B-Matter for final trend/analysis story due. Discuss/update final project with class 

Lecture: Organizing complex stories. More discussion of the five-point outline.

Writing crisply and forcefully. “Attitude” versus style; author’s point of view. In search of the perfect lede (and how to avoid non-anecdotal anecdotal ledes). Discussion of Angelo Henderson www.angeloink.com. The art of rewriting. Using active voice, active verbs. Read trend story and/or photo essays in class.

The freelance pitch: Knowing your target audience—and getting published. Examples of story pitches. 





Week 10 July 27

Instructor returns final profile grades. 

Rough drafts for trend/analysis story due. Peer review workshop. 





Week 11 

Instructor returns marked-up drafts of final papers. Reads a few examples from class.  

Open hours with instructor. 




Week 12  LAST CLASS

Class summation and a discussion of the writing life.

FINAL PAPER DUE last day of class. 

