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Foreword

The past decade has witnessed an increasing effort on the part of

Chinese media to offer English news services in newspapers and TV
programmes, both local and national. The effort has been very much
appreciated by English speaking communities in China. However,
progress was not made without difficulty. In some cases the difficulty
overwhelmed the effort, so that English services had to be suspended.
The big difficulty lay in the fact that there were not enough qualified
English news reporters and that most English articles were produced
by translating Chinese news reports, which turned out to be painstak-
ing but “thankless” work. In rapidly-developing China there was a
growing demand for a large number of English reporters, while very
few Chinese universities offered English news writing programmes.
Where would good English news writers come from? We, English in-
structors in universities, began to think about offering courses in Eng-
lish news writing. To our disappointment, there were very few jour-
nalism textbooks in English in bookstores; those to be found were im-
ported; even fewer practical English news writing textbooks were
available for Chinese students of English. We decided to do something
about it.

When Xu Qing-gen returned from the United States with a bunch
of English news reporting books, Xu Xing-fang returned from Aus-
tralia with his MA degree in Communications and Zhang E-min com-
pleted his second textbook compiling project, the idea of co-compiling
a practical English news writing course book became compelling. As
Professor Dai Wei-dong was planning in Shanghai a grand plan for a
series of new English textbooks for the new century, we were ready.

There was still a long way between the idea and its execution. We
are basically English language teachers, but this project demanded ex-
pertise in journalism as well. So that made us half qualified at the
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start. Sometimes audacity helps, at least at the very beginning of a
tough task. We made up our minds and put our weight on one leg we
had firmly planted in our English language expertise and stretched the
other into the news reporting area as far as possible, gaining a foot-
hold inch by inch. Two years have passed. Here we are. This book,
poor as it might be, is something to show for our effort and for us to
feel proud of.

This is a practical writing book, a work book. In the compiling
process, we never forgot to provide students with plenty of sample
readings for input practice and sufficient space for writing practice.
This is also a news writing book. Therefore, we spared no effort in
providing necessary professional knowledge. With the first three
chapters as a “skeleton” and “Professional awareness” and “Points to
consider” in each of the other chapters as “muscles”, the book is de-
signed to be an organic “being” capable of smiling at and talking to our
students. And this is a practical English news writing course book for
our Chinese students.after all. We think we have assimilated authentic
English news writing theories .and practices to be able to produce a
book that will help our students write:English news stories in a Chinese
context with a flavor of “Englishness”. Having done our utmost, we
hope that this book will serve as a steppingstone, leading our students
one step further up the flight toward our goal — good English news
writing.

A complete success of our textbook can only be achieved with the
indispensable effort on the part of the teachers who teach with the
book and the students who learn by the book. The sketchy mention of
journalism in this book is far from enough for an instructor to teach
this course with; and the students might often leave their classrooms
with some questions unanswered. That is why we give at the end of
this book websites for after class work. “No pains, no gains” is cer-
tainly true in this course.

Frankly speaking, we owe the users of this book an explanation
for the different styles of English scattered in the reading materials.
This results from our ambition to gather as many English newspapers
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as possible for your reference. The major sources of the sample pieces
are given and students are expected to benefit from attempting to fig-
ure out the features of each. For this and other difficulties, we hum-
bly await your understanding of our particular situation and your sym-
pathy for our effort as well as your advice for future improvement .

Finally we wish to avail ourselves of the opportunity to give our
sincere thanks to Mr. James deSantis and Mr. Colin Heggie, our Ca-
nadian teachers in 2004, for their generous help standardizing our
English, to express our appreciation of the assistance from Ma Wei
and Shen Hui, our close friends in the United States, and to acknowl-
edge the sustained moral support and encouragement from Ms. Xie Yu
of Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press.

February 6, 2005
Qing-gen Xu

Skyscraper Building
Soochow University
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UNIT 1

Introduction

1. What is news?

What is news? There are many answers to that question because the el-
ements that constitute news are constantly changing. And different re-
porters have different views of what is news. What may be news in
one community, for example, may not be news in another. However,
there is a general agreement that news is a combination of information
people are or should be interested in and that items of news have the
following intrinsic characteristics known as news values;

* Timeliness — Is it a recent development, or is it old news?

* Conflict — Is the issue developing or does anybody care?

¢ Prominence — Are any well-known or famous people involved?

» Consequence — What impact will the story have on individuals or
the community?

* Novelty — Is it interesting, unusual, even bizarre?

Timeliness Timeliness is a very important measure of news. An acci-
dent today that held up the local rush-hour traffic for one hour is time-
lier than one that happened three days ago with the same conse-
quence. When a tsunami hits, readers want to know what the immedi-
ate effect is and what is happening now. The stories of recent happen-
ing will get more attention in a newspaper.

Conflict Most conflicts — whether they involve individuals, adminis-
trative bodies or sports teams — are newsworthy. Physical conflicts
may lead to injuries and damages, which often arouse emotions and
can therefore be of enormous and immediate importance. Wars are
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classic examples of conflicts of a more disruptive nature that always
occupy space on the front page.

Prominence Some occurrences are newsworthy simply because promi-
nent people are involved. Whatever they do or whatever happens to
them makes news because of its consequences. Big names make big
news.

Consequence Any event that affects many people is newsworthy.
Some events are of more consequence than others, and they will take
more space and larger headlines. The impact of mass layoffs by major
employers is not limited to the employees and their families only, but
is also felt throughout their communities. It is not surprising that
media give prominent play to these happenings.

Novelty Readers and editors alike love novelties in the news: the
three-eyed baby, the 60-kilo cabbage, the tortoise finds its way to the
person who saved its life 20 years ago, etc. Anything unusual, even
bizarre, has strong reader appeal.

2. What makes a good reporter?

Professional journalists are supposed to be intuitive, inquisitive and in-
sightful. In other words, they should have an insatiable curiosity, a
flexible and sociable personality, a nature that relishes a variety of ex-
periences, a tolerance permitting objective observations of people and
events, and most certainly, self-discipline to uphold social justice. We
might as well add that ability to write clear, carefully constructed sen-
tences is essential. Journalism is not a logical career choice for anyone
who does not enjoy writing. Perhaps the most difficult challenge fa-
cing every reporter is the ability to separate personal beliefs and biases
from what is being written. A good reporter simply must take a posi-
tion as an unbiased witness in reporting the facts.

Good reporters are not born but made. Most of the attributes of a
successful reporter are acquired, not inherited. Although many suc-
cessful reporters were brought up in the newsroom, college education
is extremely important for a reporter. Journalism students at college
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are generally required to take English courses to enable them to get a
broad knowledge of the English language and the ability to use words
with style and grace. They are also required to take courses in litera-
ture, history, political science, economics, psychology, and one or
more of the natural sciences as well. College training in journalism not
only affords a shortcut to learning the basic journalistic techniques and
skills, but also gives beginners a broader understanding of their work.
A college-trained reporter with a broad liberal arts education brings to
the job not only knowledge of history, psychology, political science
and the like but also the ability to use that knowledge to help interpret
the events of the day from a proper perspective so that the reader can
understand them. Journalism courses are designed to show how to use
the knowledge obtained in other courses for the benefit of the readers.
Although educational training for journalists dates back to the turn of
the century, college-educated journalists were not common on most
newspapers until well into the 1930s. It is not without reason that to-
day it is often difficult to obtain a reporting job without a college de-
gree and, in many cases, a degree in journalism.

3. What are press ethics?

What does the press cover? Some people in the news business still cling
to the cherished hope that a newspaper has a right to print anything it
wants to, but most responsible editors and reporters know better. A
newspaper simply cannot and in many cases should not put anything in
the paper. Moreover, not every story can be conveniently put into a
“print” or “do not print” category in an ethical sense. Since there is no
authoritative public standard by which to decide what should and what
should not be printed, the conventional view that “news” is simply a
mirror placed before reality still works. Unfortunately, public at-
tempts by newspapers to explain how the mirror works frequently turn
into embarrassing failure. Fortunately, some professional groups have
been trying to establish a code of ethics. In order to encourage the
highest ethical and professional performance, the American Society of
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Newspaper Editors sets forth a Statement of Principles as a standard,
which includes Responsibility, Independence, Truth and Accuracy.

Responsibility The primary purpose of newspapers is to inform the
people and enable them to make their own judgments on the issues of
the time. Journalists must be always on guard against all who would
abuse the press for selfish purposes. Journalists should respect the
rights of people involved in the news, observe common standards of
decency and stand accountable to the public for the fairness and accu-
racy of their news reports.

Independence Freedom of press belongs to the people. Journalists
should be constantly alert to the danger of failing to bring an inde-
pendent scrutiny of the conduct of official power at all levels of gov-
ernment and make sure that the public business is conducted in public
and fight against any influence or pressure or temptations that might
compromise their integrity.

Truth and Accuracy Since credibility is the foundation of good jour-
nalism, efforts must be made on the part of journalists to assure that
news reports are accurate, free from bias and that all sides are presen-
ted fairly. The sound practice of impartiality requires a clear distinc-
tion between news reports and opinions.

Topics for discussion

1. What else do you think should be part of news values? for example,
locality?

2. To be a good reporter, one has also to develop a sharp political
awareness.

3. How important is the knowledge of media laws, including
reporters’ rights and information laws, on the part of a reporter?



UNIT 2
News Writing (I)

1. Journalistic English style

The newspaper is mainly written to be read in a hurry; therefore, in
news writing simple and accurate and common words are preferred,
unnecessary words should be eliminated, and sentences and paragraphs
should be kept short. In other words, the basic news style consists of
short words, short sentences, short paragraphs. Of course sentences
must vary in length if the reader is to be kept interested, and some
paragraphs are warranted by their content to be longer than others.
Normally skilled reporters average 15 words per sentence and 40 words
per paragraph. Besides, news stories are supposed to report issues ob-
jectively, rather than render verdicts or give judgments. The reporters
should learn how to tell personal opinions from facts. That is to say,
let the fact speak for itself, either favorably or unfavorably. Aftcr
all, news reports are wrltten to express, not to impress. '

1) Using simple, accurate and common words
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2) Cutting unnecessary words
Weak: The director said that he would stay.
Strong: The director said he would stay.
Weak: The conference lasted for a period of three days.
Strong: The conference lasted three days.

3) Keeping sentences and paragraphs short

Weak: The committee will hold a meeting.

Strong: The committee will meet.

Weak: One man died and another was critically injured at about
6 p.m. Tuesday when their Mercury Cougar crossed the medi-
an on Interstate 24, just past the Old Hickory Boulevard exit,
and struck a Cadillac headed in the opposite direction, then
was “totally destroyed” by a tractor-trailer rig loaded with
steel bars, State Highway Patrolman Frank Biggs said.

Strong: One man died and another was critically injured Tuesday

) when their car crossed the median on Interstate 24, struck
another car and ran under a tractor-trailer rig. (The de-
tails omitted here can be used later in the story. )

4) Letting the fact speak for itself

‘Improper: Mr. Li Weiling is well qualified for the post.

Proper: Mr. Li Weiling is a PhD graduate from Fu Dan Uni-
versity and has 10 years of experience in the field.

Improper: The boss lost his temper with his secretary.

Proper: The boss shouted at his secretary and slammed the
door behind him.

Improper: The suspect lied.

Proper: The witness said that the suspect lied.

2. The making of headlines

Headlines are advertisements of news. Good headlines reach out and
grab the reader. Most newspapers have a set of guidelines for writing



UNIT 2 News Writing(l) 7

headlines. Although the rules can vary according to the particular
views of reporters, they often include the following 4 “don’ts”:

e Don’t begin headlines with a verb.

» Don’t leave conjunctions, prepositions and modifiers at the end of
the headlines.

» Don’t pile modifiers one after another.

» Don’t use pronouns unidentified.

In modern typography there is a trend toward simplicity. Main
heads are shorter and secondary headlines, if any, fewer. Very often
only the first letter of the first word in the headline and any proper
names are capitalized.

Most common headlines are straightforward statements, made up
of
Nouns:

Nightingale’s song
Noun phrases:

A conductor without arrogance

Home where the art is

Research on “Gay Gene” Confirmed
Verb phrases:

Making Morality Everybody’s Business
Adjective phrases:

Ready to fight to the last drop

Better safe than sorry
Complete sentences:

“Baby On Board” Signs Reduce U.S. Auto Fatalities 70 Percent

However, many news writers love to exercise their rhetorical
skills to give their headlines special favor. They have adopted a varie-
ty of headline techniques, similar to those used in magazine advertis-

ing.



