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Preface

This ninth edition of News Reporting and Writing marks its 25th year in
journalism classrooms. In that time, much has changed. Computers have re-

placed typewriters. Broadcast journalism has become a powerful messenger of

information. Online news services have found a niche. But the fundamentals re-
main, as does the purpose of NRW:

I. To teach the skills necessary for a variety of media work.

2. To provide the background knowledge essential to accurate and
informed reporting and writing.

3. To suggest the values that direct and underline the practice of
journalism.

Learning to report accurately and to write precisely and vigorously is no
simple task. Digging through the clusters of events and the torrent of verbiage to
find useful, relevant information and then capturing these nuggets in purposeful
language require mastery of a demanding discipline.

To guide us, we will spend a lot of time with truth seekers—another way
to describe journalists—as they go about their work. We will accompany a
young reporter as he conducts his first interview, and we will watch an experi-
enced reporter dig through records to expose a state’s shameful treatment of its
mentally ill. We will listen to a reporter’s thinking as she works out the lead to
her story about a city council meeting. We will peer over the shoulders of re-
porters using databases for key information, and we will look in on some online
news operations.

We will sit in the press box with reporters covering high school football
and major league baseball games. We will join a police reporter as she races to
cover a triple murder.

We will watch a reporter labor over his story until “little beads of blood
form on his forehead,” as Red Smith described the agony of the journalist’s
search for the words that accurately portray the event. And we will share in the
reporter’s joy when the story is finished and is given a byline and placed on the
front page or makes the evening network newscast.

XXi



Power of Knowing.
“Knowledge will govern igno-
rance, and a people who
mean to be their own gover-
nors must arm themselves
with the power knowledge
gives. A popular government
without popular information or
the means of acquiring it is but
a prologue to a farce or a
tragedy or perhaps both.”

—James Madison

XXii

In other words, we will be concerned with the processes of reporting and
writing—how reporters gather information from sources and from their observa-
tions, how they verify the material, and how they put it together in stories.

The journalists we will be watching work for small newspapers in Iowa,
South Dakota and Oregon, and they are on the staffs of metropolitan dailies in
Chicago and Los Angeles. They serve online news services and online news-
papers. One reporter writes for a network television station in New York; an-
other covers local events for a television station in San Francisco. We will see
how general assignment reporters and the men and women assigned to cover
politics, sports, business, the police, city hall, education and other beats do
their jobs.

The Basics

Whether covering a college basketball game, writing an obituary or report-
ing the president’s State of the Union address, the journalist follows the same
basic process. The sports reporter, the entertainment writer, the general assign-
ment reporter in a town of 25,000 and the Associated Press’s White House cor-
respondent all share a way of thinking and a similar set of techniques that have
guided journalists through the years, whatever the changes in technology.

In their reporting, journalists seek out the new, the significant, the ma-
terial they decide will inform their readers, viewers and listeners. And they
find a suitable form for this information in a story that satisfies the public’s
need to know.

Reporting and writing basics are explored in detail in this textbook. But
without guiding principles about the function of journalism in a democracy, the
basics don’t go very far in developing the journalist. The journalists we will be
following not only show a mastery of the basics. We will see that they share an
ethic that directs and gives meaning to their work.

The Morality of Journalism

The literary critic Northrop Frye could have been describing journalistic
morality: “The persistence of keeping the mind in a state of disciplined sanity,
the courage of facing results that may deny or contradict everything that one had
hoped to achieve—these are obviously moral qualities, if the phrase means any-
thing at all.”

James O. Freedman, former president of Dartmouth, might have been
speaking of the practice of journalism when he described his experience as a law
clerk to Thurgood Marshall: “In that year, I learned from a great advocate that
law must be practiced not only with craft and passion but also with a tenacious
commitment to ideals.”

Mary McGrory, the Washington columnist, described an aspect of how
journalists approach their work in comments she made after interviewing 45
journalists who had applied for Nieman Fellowships at Harvard. She said she
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