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1967 and the war in Vietnam is going full tilt. Everyone at Trinity Lane High School is trying to avoid it. The boys don’t want to go into the service, and the girls don’t want to think about it. Everyone, that is, except Maxine Wayman. 

Maxine wants to go to Vietnam, not as a soldier but as a journalist.

The first step toward Vietnam is journalism school, and she needs a scholarship. To get the scholarship she wants, Maxine needs a killer story for the next issue of the school paper – something that will show those on the scholarship committee that she has what it takes.

Maxine gets what she wants. And that’s a problem. It’s a story that will rock Trinity Lane High School to its foundation.

Maxine has come through a tough upbringing with an independent streak, a tough-as-nails persistence, and a skeptical view of the world that renders her brutally honest about those around her and about herself. You may not always like Maxine, but you’ll enjoy her and her point of view.

Set against the background of the Vietnam War, Point Spread shows how difficult it was, in the days before women’s liberation, for a girl with ambitions and dreams. Reading Point Spread will make it your favorite novel of the year – and one you’ll probably come back to in the years ahead. 

That’s a sure bet.

Here’s the link where you can buy Point Spread.

Sign up for Jim Stovall’s email newsletter here and get all of the news of freebies, extras and upcoming releases.
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​​​​​​​​​​​Forward

Good writing is at the heart of journalism.

Journalists write for a living. They use words precisely and efficiently. They present accurate, verified information in a way that a mass audience will understand it by reading or hearing it only once.

Such writing takes skill, discipline and practice.

Writing Like a Journalist will give you some of the basic concepts of how journalists achieve good writing—writing that an audience can understand and will pay for.

Author

James Glen Stovall has taught journalism at UT since 2006. Previously he taught at the University of Alabama and Emory and Henry College. He is the author of numerous books, including Writing for the Mass Media. More information: http://jem.cci.utk.edu/users/james-glen-stovall​




​1. The Discipline of Good Writing

Writing is something that everyone does but few people do well. Those who do it well have either “natural talent” or the discipline to learn the principles and apply them to everything they write.

It started with the Sumerians

The earliest writing that is anything close to what we do today comes from the Sumerians, the ancient civilization that occupied the Tigris and Euphrates valley (now Iraq and Iran) more than 3,000 years ago. Paper and ink as we know it were nonexistent in that part of the world. Instead, the Sumerians made soft clay tablets and used some kind of pointed instrument to impress upon these tablets a set of symbols they had developed to represent the information ideas they wanted to record. These tablets hardened into permanent records, and we in the twenty-first century have been the lucky inheritors of a few of them – enough to know a little about what the Sumerians were like.

Archeologists have figured out enough about Sumerian writing to translate the first story we have in writing, The Epic of Gilgamesh. The story – the journeys of a legendary hero of the time – has drawn the widest attention to the writing of the Sumerians and is even considered to be in the realm of literature.

But much of the writing of Sumerians has nothing to do with literature. Most of the tablets we possess are simply recordings of the everyday concerns of the Sumerians. They contain information about what was grown and stored, how buildings should be constructed and a variety of other mundane concerns.

These early writers went to great pains to record this information. Preparing and writing on a clay tablet was undoubtedly much more difficult than firing up a computer or grabbing a pen and a sheet of paper. Yet these ancients wrote with care and precision. They tried to get it right. They tried to get down good information that they could refer to and that others could use.

They did this not because they thought that distant civilizations such as ours would be reading their work 3,000 years after it was produced. Rather, they went to the trouble to write things down because it was important to them at the time, and it was important that they pass on information to their contemporaries and immediate successors. These ancient authors certainly believed that what they were doing was beneficial to them and to their society. They approached the job of writing with a serious purpose in mind.

So should we.

​​​​​​​​The importance of writing


Writing is one of the most important inventions – if not the most important invention – of human beings. Without it, our culture and our personal lives would be seriously restricted to the ideas and information that we could receive orally and remember. Writing helps us preserve what we know and think and gives it an exactitude that could not be achieved otherwise. Writing forms the basis of our lives and our activities, both cosmic and daily.

Yet, most of us take writing for granted.

We know that it is important because it is a skill that we learn early in our formal education. We use that skill continuously through our educational, professional and personal lives. We learn various forms of writing – from text messaging to formal term papers for our courses – that are appropriate for the situations in which we write. But few of us take the time to examine the process by which we write or to try to improve our writing skills. As long as we can get our thoughts and ideas across to the person reading our writing, we feel satisfied that we have accomplished what is necessary.

In this “age of communication,” however, simply making contact with our readers is not enough. The rudiments of writing that we learned, more or less, as young children are not adequate to the demands that we face as adults. We have to learn to do better, to express our information and ideas with more precision and efficiency than we did in the second grade.

That’s why this book exists.

Journalists, first and foremost, are writers. Good journalism means gathering important, interesting and timely information and writing it in a way that people will read, understand and even enjoy. Journalists must accomplish this task quickly, sometimes within a few minutes.

People who can do this are relatively rare, and journalists and those in related professions are highly valued because they have knowledge about how to use the language effectively. In other words, you can make your living by writing like a journalist.
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ESSAY: My friend Fowler
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Early in my academic writing career, I met Fowler.

I was putting together the first edition of Writing for the Mass Media and was looking for some basic writing references and somehow—I don't remember how—came upon Fowler. It was, in the parlance of that day, the real thing.

Fowler is an "it," as well as a "he."

He is Henry Fowler. It is A Dictionary of Modern English Usage, or as Jim Holt noted in his essay in the New York Times, (http://www.nytimes.com/2009/12/13/books/review/Holt-t.html?ref=books&_r=1&) "among its devotees it is known, reverentially, as 'Fowler.' ”

Holt told the interesting story of how Fowler the “he” became Fowler the “it.” Henry Fowler was a former school teacher and amateur wordsmith who lived on the island of Guernsey with his younger brother Frank. In the first decade of the 20th century, Henry and Frank published a book titled The King's English, which, despite their amateur status, was a great success. They took on the editing of The Concise Oxford Dictionary and then planned a larger book on the language, but World War I occurred. Frank died of tuberculosis, and Henry barely survived a bout of illness. But when he did, he took up the project that he and his brother had envisioned.

As Holt related in his essay:

The book was published in 1926, to immediate acclaim and brisk sales. Although language, as the truism goes, is an ever changing Heraclitean river, Fowler was not revised until 1965, when Sir Ernest Gowers gave it a light going-over, preserving both the spirit and the substance of the original. (The same cannot be said of the 1996 third edition, heavily reworked by R. W. Burchfield.) Now Oxford University Press has reissued the classic first edition of A Dictionary of Modern English Usage ($29.95), with an acute new introduction by the linguist David Crystal. It is a volume that everyone who aspires to a better command of English should possess and consult — sparingly. (emphasis mine)

Sparingly, as Holt pointed out in the rest of his essay, is the key.

You can't take Fowler too seriously because, for one, Fowler doesn't take himself too seriously. The language should be whatever is useful and not laden with a lot of half-wit rules (such as never splitting an infinitive).

The dictionary isn't a dictionary of definitions but rather a collection of short essays on the language. Most of them are short, thought-provoking, delightful and informative.

​​​​​​​​Writing for an audience


Journalists write for an audience, not themselves.

The audience – its expectations and inclinations – should be foremost in the mind of the writer whenever he or she begins the process of composition. 

We also owe it to ourselves to write well. A continuing theme of this book is that what we write reveals a great deal about us both personally and professionally. The messages that we send with our writing go far beyond the content of the composition. They tell our audience how much we know, how we think and how highly we regard them. Teachers, for instance, may write a note home to parents. If it is written carelessly and contains errors or if it leaves out information that should be included, that may signal to the reader that we lack the skill to compose a note properly. Or that we simply do not care very much about the reader.

I once received the following email from a student who wanted to know how she had done on a quiz. The quiz had been given on a computer, and she was supposed to email her answers to the professor:


Ihavent recieved my test grade from our first exam ,  we usually would have gotten them by now , I was just wanting to make sure that  there wasnt a problem with my email , maybe I typed it in wrong, let  me know.



What does this note say about the student – especially considering that the course she was in was devoted to improving writing? When this student was made aware of how badly the email was written, she excused herself by saying it was only “internet typing,” whatever that means.

Figuring out what the student wanted was not the problem. Despite her lousy composition, it was easy to understand that she wanted to know about her grade. 

But her note reveals volumes about her attitude and understanding of the importance of good writing skills. That she would write a note to her writing teacher in such a slovenly way fairly shouted, “I DON’T HAVE ANY SKILLS, AND I DON’T UNDERSTAND WHAT THIS IS ALL ABOUT!” 

And it would not be unreasonable to read another message into this: “I don’t really care very much.” 
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ESSAY: Invisible writing
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Before his untimely death in 2009, one of the best mystery novelists around was William G. Tapply, creator of the Brady Coyne mystery series. 

[image: Description: http://www.jprof.com/images/wgtapply.jpg]

Tapply's novels live up to the cover blurbs—well-formed characters, tightly woven plots and elegant writing. 

Tapply practiced what many of us who teach writing often preach, and he gives voice to some of those practices in an essay on his web site called "Invisible Writing." 

The essay tells the story of what Tapply learned from his father—also an excellent writer—when he was beginning his craft. The essay emphasizes two major points I make with my students: 

—pay attention to verbs (read more on this) and 

—try to make your writing invisible to the reader. 

The term I use for the second point is "modesty." A good writer should try to put the content in the foreground and the writer in the background. 

Tapply's essay and his novels are well worth reading.

––––––––
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​​​​​​​​​

Characteristics of good writing

All good writing in a professional realm shares four characteristics: accuracy, clarity, precision and efficiency. A good writer should have a clear sense of the necessity of achieving these characteristics in every piece of writing he or she undertakes. Writers can develop good habits that will make it easer to compose communications that are clear and understandable, that do not waste the time and effort of readers, and that give readers the information they need and expect. 

​​​​​​​​Accuracy


Anyone who writes something with the expectation that someone else will read it enters into a relationship with that person. It is a relationship of trust. The writer is saying, “Let me have your time and attention. If you give me that, I will tell you something that is interesting or important to you. Based on my position or knowledge, I have the authority to ask this of you. What I have to say to you will be true in the sense that both you and I understand it.”

Early in 2006 best-selling author James Frey was found to have violated that trust. He had written a book titled A Million Little Pieces, an account of his descent into drug addiction. His story – and an endorsement from talk show maven Oprah Winfrey – boosted to the book to one of the top selling titles of 2005. Frey had told his story with compelling prose, but the most striking thing about his story was not the prose. It was the fact that it was true. At least, he said it was true.

The Smoking Gun website investigated Frey’s claims about being jailed for several months and found that he had spent only a few hours in a lockup. Other claims that Frey had made also turned out to be false. Frey admitted that parts of his book were the products of his imagination, not a true story as he had insisted in many interviews promoting the book. For a time, Frey was defended by Winfrey and others who should have known better. Eventually, however, many of Frey’s defenders came to see that he had broken a trust with his readers.

Accuracy, then, means more than just getting facts and information right. It means living up to the trust that readers place in you.

​​​​​​​​Clarity


Clarity is also a hallmark of good writing. In the professional world, readers should not have to “figure out” what a writer means. Readers should not have to read something twice in order to understand it.

Clarity stems from writing as simply as possible – using words and phrases that readers are certain to understand. Writers should treat readers as intelligent beings whose time is valuable. Their prose should be as straightforward as possible. Benjamin Franklin, one of the great writers of his day, once advised, “To write clearly, not only the most expressive, but the plainest words should be chosen.”

One of the keys to clarity in writing is for the writer to withdraw as much as possible from the writing itself. That is, as a professional, the writer should not be tempted to inject his or her personality into the writing itself. A writer should be modest, making sure that readers see the information and purpose of the writing rather than the writer.

Achieving clarity, simplicity and modesty in writing is not an easy thing to do. The novelist W. Somerset Maugham captured the difficulty perfectly when he said, “To write simply is as difficult as to be good.” Simple, elegant prose is easy to spot and easy to read. It also appears easy to produce. Nothing could be further from the truth. Whenever we write, our minds are cluttered with many different thoughts, ideas and pieces of information. Our brains race along much faster than our hands can move a pen or even our fingers can type. All of us have to work hard at being simple, straightforward and clear. Yet there are ways we can improve our clarity in writing by developing an understanding of what clarity means and forming good writing – and good thinking – habits.
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​​​​​​​​ESSAY: Simple words
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Should a journalist try to build a large vocabulary?

One of the things good writing instructors do is to use simple, familiar words—words that mass audiences will understand. Does that mean all those hours spent in high school learning words like “egregious”1 were a waste of time?

As a budding professional writer, should you stop trying to learn new words? Is something like A Word A Day, a daily e-mail service about words, useless?

The answer, of course, is no. Your business is words, and you should have as many of them at your disposal as possible. No telling what you will want to say, and in what circumstances.

Still, it’s true that you should be using simple, familiar words when you are writing for a mass audience. Talk to the audience in clear, understandable language. The point of your communication is its content, not the way in which it is communicated.

One of the foremost authorities on the English language in the late 19th and early 20th centuries was H. W. Fowler, an essayist and author of lively commentaries on the English language. One of his best books is Modern English Usage, and although it was published in the 1920s, it still makes delightful reading today.

In that book Fowler distinguished between "stylish" words and "working" words. "What is to be deprecated is the notion that one can improve one’s style by using stylish words, or that important occasions necessarily demand important words," he wrote.

Fowler’s point is that words ought to work. Writers who use a word because they think it will make them sound better (and raise their status in the eye of readers) almost inevitably fail. Such words fail on two counts. One is that the words draw attention to themselves and away from the content. And second, they often sound foppish rather than erudite.

(Are foppish and erudite working words? Look them up.)

And what’s this A Word A Day? It’s a daily e-mail service that gives definitions of words and some etymology. Take a look, and subscribe if you like.

1egregious (i-gree-juhs, -jee-uhs) adjective: Conspicuously bad or offensive.

[From Latin egregius, outstanding : e-, ex- + grex, greg-, herd.]

Source: A Word A Day

––––––––
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Precision

Precision with language is basic to the credibility of the writer. No writer can survive for very long if he or she continues to make grammatical errors to misuse the meanings of words. 
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