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PREFACE

Acknowledgments

In his excellent book, My Times: Adventures in the News Trade, John Corry, who had
a 31-year career at the New York Times, wrote:

“Each story I wrote defined me. In a society where so many ache to be heard, a by-
line was better than money.”

In this seventh edition of The Complete Reporter, the aim is to help students
develop their skills as a reporter that will earn them by-lines as John Corry did
during his distinguished career.

This new edition contains much that is new. Yet, it has retained the basic con-
cept and organization that served students and teachers well in the first six edi-
tions.

. All chapters have been rewritten in part to reflect changes in the newspaper
profession, especially the increased use of computers as a research tool for re-
porters and the introduction of digital photography. New illustrations and pho-
tographs are included to help students visualize the principles discussed.

As in previous editions, the exercises are written in incomplete sentences to
resemble a reporter’s notes. They serve as an example of note taking which has
proved useful to students using past editions. The exercises are designed to give
students an opportunity to practice the principles discussed in each chapter and to
challenge them to think carefully before writing. Some contain examples of li-
belous or unethical statements as well as trivia which will help the instructor make
the point that careful reporters avoid using such material in their stories.

Incorporated in this edition are many of the suggestions offered by teachers
who have used the textbook over the years. The features in previous editions that
have been so effective as teaching tools have been retained.

The Complete Reporter is a practical, basic textbook designed to teach students
how to gather, write and edit news stories. The techniques discussed in the book
are the ones that are used daily at every newspaper. That makes it an excellent text
for not only beginning but also advanced reporting classes as well.

I am indebted to the dozens of publishers, editors and reporters, many of whom
are former students, for their ideas, suggestions and examples that have been used
in this edition. I am also grateful to the teaching colleagues who have made valu-
able suggestions which also have been incorporated in the text, including Lois
Bianchi, Queens College, City University of New York; and Jean Chance, Univer-
sity of Florida. I owe a debt of gratitude to everyone who has given me unstint-
ing support and encouragement, especially to the late Bill Golliher and to Andrew
R. Pizarek. And Betty Bradley and Janine Jennings have my everlasting gratitude
for their hard work on my behalf. Thank you all.
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PART ONE

Reporting Today

“The day of the printed word is far from ended.”

That statement is as true today as it was when made by Erwin Canham, long-
time editor of the Christian Science Monitor, several decades ago during a period
when the demise of the American newspapers was being predicted by countless
futurists then enamored with television.

In fact, there may be even more printed words around today than ever be-
fore. Many people just may be reading or seeing them in new and different sources
such as Web pages on the Internet and electronic mail.

The explosion in the electronic delivery of news and information has brought
dramatic changes to the newsroom just as it has to society, which in turn has pre-
sented journalists with a greater challenge than any they have faced in the past.

The long-held belief that newspaper editors and reporters were writing and
editing for a “typical” reader is no longer valid. Today, they try to reach a vastly
segmented and rapidly changing audience that has a wide choice of alternative
sources of news, information and entertainment.

Among the many changes that challenge editors and reporters to produce
newspapers that are relevant to the needs and demands of the readers are the con-
tinuing change in the role of women in the workforce and as a consumer group;
the rise in the number of single-family households; the increase in the number of
persons older than 65 in the general population; the mobility of the American fam-
ily; and the public’s general mistrust of the news media.

Those and many other changes in society mean that reporters today must
have a far broader perspective than ever before. No longer can a reporter simply
tell the reader, “Here’s what happened.” Readers want to know, “What does this
mean to me?” and “What, if anything, can I do about it?” They want news they
can use.

An excellent example of that kind of news is the “Ms. Cheap” column created
by veteran reporter Mary Hance for the Nashville Banner and continued in the Ten-
nessean in Nashville after the Banner ceased publication. Mary Hance set out to
help readers find the best buys in town on literally anything the reader might want
or need. She haunts store sales, swap meets, church auctions, secondhand shops
and any other place there may be a bargain and she tells her readers about it. In
turn, her readers share bargain spots they have found with her. The column was
an instant hit and remains one of the most popular features in the newspaper.

In Indiana, several newspapers got together to do a collective statewide au-



What Is News?

PART ONE / Reporting Today

dit of how public officials and employees respond to the taxpayers and the press
when they seek information under the state’s open records law. They found wide-

spread violations of the law by public officials as well as open hostility by state
legislators and other public officials to the law and the people who sought to use
it. The results of the audit, published in a series of shared stories, brought calls
from the citizens to enforce penalties on officials who violate the law, a promise
from the governor to review the open records law and a move by several state sen-
ators to rewrite the law to make public records more accessible.

Reporters need to know how to gather facts for a story as well as how to
write in a clear and coherent style so that readers can immediately understand the
story. That’s not always easy because many stories are far more complex than who
did what to whom, when, why and how.

News does not exist in a vacuum. The reporter shouldn’t either. Every re-
porter should be a voracious reader, a collector of information about everything
that is going on. A civil war in an African nation may have an immediate local im-
pact, especially if the local National Guard or Army Reserve unit is activated and
sent to the war zone. That makes it a local story.

In addition, it is important for reporters to know as much about the complete
operation of the newspaper as possible—not only its editorial policies, but its
business, technical and mechanical divisions as well. Newspapers are a team ef-
fort, and reporters should know and understand the important role of all the de-
partments.

Beyond that, reporters must know the characteristics of journalism as it is
practiced not only at his or her newspaper, but also in the profession in general. To
be successful, reporters must keep up with current trends in the profession and be
flexible enough to change as the profession and the society it covers changes.

A reporter needs to understand the unique role of a newspaper in society. It
is basically a business, but it is a very special business. After all, the press is the
only private business singled out in the Bill of Rights. The First Amendment to the
Constitution thrusts a tremendous responsibility on journalists. The true profes-
sional will always be aware of that.

There are almost as many answers to that question as there are editors and re-
porters. In fact, no uniformly satisfactory definition has been found. The question
will be thoroughly explored in Chapter 2. However, it is a given in most city
rooms that news is what the editor says it is.

While there may be no definitive definition of news, there is a body of
knowledge dealing with writing and presenting news that every reporter should
master. To be effective, a reporter simply has to understand the theories and con-
cepts of how news is gathered and written as well as the particular role a news-
paper plays in a community.

Developing News Style

News writing follows all the accepted rules of English grammar, sentence struc-
ture, spelling and punctuation. Yet it differs in many ways from other forms of
writing. It strives for certain qualities of style: simplicity, conciseness, vividness,
directness, clarity, brevity and accuracy. News style is discussed in Chapter 3.



